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Durden	and	tell	him	they’re	all	waiting	for	him	to	get	out.	The	film	ends	with	Sebastian	and	Marla	reunited	and	
holding	hands	as	they	watch	the	bombs	that	Project	Mayhem	have	set	in	a	number	of	high-rise	office	buildings	
explode.	
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they	lived	happily	ever	after’	and	this	generic	convention	neatly	sums	up	this	fictional	paradox:	the	
characters	do	not	cease	to	exist	after	the	end	of	the	novel,	it	is	just	that	we	as	readers	are	not	told	
how	they	live	the	rest	of	their	lives.		
In	many	ways,	this	convention	exists	because	the	point	of	fairy	tales	is	that	the	characters	
have	overcome	adversity	and	the	issues	that	made	their	lives	difficult;	by	the	end	of	the	text	these	
obstacles	to	their	happiness	have	been	removed	and	they	go	on	to	live	long	and	happy	lives,	which	
are	so	uneventful	as	to	provide	no	opportunities	for	further	narration.	It	is	a	widely	held	belief	that	
narratives	cannot	work	without	conflict,	something	to	fight	against,	or	allow	the	characters	room	to	
grow	and	develop.	Indeed,	Altman	talks	about	this	in	relation	to	generic	crossroads:	“Plots…	require	
opposition	or	exception;	they	cannot	be	built	around	uniformity”	(154).	According	to	Altman,	it	is	for	
this	reason	that	texts	allow	us	to	spend	time	in	the	company	of	an	outlaw	before	returning	us	to	the	
safety	of	the	law	at	the	end.	Spending	time	with	the	outlaw	is	exciting	and	offers	thrills	for	the	
audience,	and	to	return	to	my	fairy	tale	example,	it	is	for	this	reason	that	there	are	no	fairy	tales	that	
continue	post-happy	ending;	without	conflict,	there	is	nothing	to	drive	the	plot	and	keep	the	reader	
interest.	The	conflict	in	the	original	fairy	tale	is	the	interesting	part,	what	happens	after	the	happy	
ending	is	not,	and	yet	with	the	DID	texts,	what	happens	after	the	ending	could	very	much	be	of	
interest	to	the	reader.	At	the	end	of	United	States	of	Tara,	the	reader	is	left	to	wonder	if	Tara	is	
ultimately	cured	by	the	specialist	in	Boston;	at	the	end	of	Set	This	House	the	reader	does	not	discover	
if	Penny’s	reintegration	therapy	worked;	and	at	the	end	of	Fight	Club	it	is	suggested	but	never	
confirmed	that	Tyler	Durden	could	resurface	again.	By	refusing	to	cure	the	characters,	by	refusing	to	
‘properly’	(according	to	generic	convention)	end	the	narratives,	the	reader	is	left	with	questions	that	
can	never	definitively	be	answered.		
Though	the	texts’	plots	outside	of	the	representation	of	DID	are	ended,	thus	offering	some	
narrative	closure,	there	is	no	‘happy	ending’	when	it	comes	to	the	characters’	disease.	We	are	back	to	
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Eco’s	‘open’	endings,	then,	in	which	there	are	multiple	possibilities,	a	narrative	strategy	that	reflects	
the	very	condition	the	texts	represent.	On	the	one	hand,	there	is	the	suggestion	that	characters	could	
be	cured	after	the	end	of	the	text	(Tara,	for	example),	while	on	the	other	the	narratives	present	
evidence	that	problematises	the	very	nature	of	a	cure.	In	addition,	if	Tara	is	cured	after	the	end	of	the	
narrative	and	we	as	readers	never	see	it	happen,	can	it	be	said	to	have	happened	at	all?	This	storyline	
does	not	exist	in	the	canon	of	the	show,	it	is	merely	hinted	at,	and	there	is	no	definitive	canonical	
proof	to	point	to	as	evidence	of	Tara	being	cured.	Of	course,	there	is	no	proof	that	she	is	not	cured	in	
Boston,	either.		
These	dissociative	identity	disorder	texts	problematise	the	notion	of	a	cure,	and	this	in	turn	
disrupts	the	generically	conventional	ending	that	we	expect	from	an	illness	narrative.	Further,	this	
disruption	can	be	read	as	a	generic	metaphor	for	dissociative	identity	disorder	and	the	issues	that	the	
texts	perceive	to	be	at	stake:	multiplicity	of	identity	within	the	characters	becomes	multiplicity	of	
meaning	and	interpretation	within	generic	form.	This	ability	to	play	with	and	subvert	generic	
convention	is	reflected	in	the	texts’	ability	to	play	with	and	subvert	dominant	cultural	values,	
particularly	in	terms	of	the	texts’	representation	of	gender	variance.	The	cause	of	these	disruptions	
could	be	said	to	be	trauma;	both	the	traumatic	events	that	cause	the	characters’	DID	and	the	trauma	
of	heteronormative	gender	expectations.	There	is	no	end	to	this	trauma,	no	way	to	work	through	or	
master	it,	and	so	there	is	no	real	‘end’	to	the	narratives.	I	argued	in	Chapter	3	that	trauma	disrupts	
meaning	and	it	seems	to	be	case	here	that	trauma	disrupts	singular	meaning,	leaving	meaning	as	
fragmented	and	multiple	as	the	traumatic	events	left	the	dissociative	characters.	Genre,	or	the	DID	
texts	as	a	genre	in	particular,	are	seemingly	‘traumatised’	in	a	similar	way	to	the	characters.	The	
disruption	of	genre	thereby	works	as	a	neat	literary	metaphor	for	the	experiences	of	the	characters,	
and	ultimately	recreates	their	experiences	in	literary	form.	These	are	texts	that	ultimately	celebrate	
plurality	and	people	who	function	on	the	fringes	of	society	for	whatever	reason.	Their	generic	
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strategy	mirrors	this	celebration,	and	offers	the	reader	multiple	interpretations	and	meanings.	
Conformity	to	generic	convention	would	go	against	this	celebration,	and	prevent	the	texts	from	
exploring	these	issues.		
I	have	largely	limited	my	analysis	to	a	reading	of	the	texts’	representation	of	dissociative	
identity	disorder	by	focussing	my	analysis	through	a	biocultural	model	of	illness	(narrative)	in	order	to	
determine	what	the	texts	are	saying	about	cultural	values,	social	norms,	or	Western	contemporary	
society	more	generally.	I	have	included	Sontag’s	work	in	this	chapter	because	I	am	aware	that	some	
critics	find	this	approach	problematic,	but	the	counter-arguments	offered	by	the	work	of	Morris,	
Kleinman	and	others	validate	this	theoretical	approach	to	examining	the	representation	of	DID.	The	
use	of	a	biocultural	model	of	illness	allows	us	to	examine	why	these	texts	appeared	in	this	moment,	
with	this	particular	narrative	and	generic	approach	to	DID.	Why	is	dissociative	identity	disorder	
employed	metaphorically	within	these	fictional	texts	as	a	link	to	an	ability	to	resist	social	norms	and	
exist	outside	of	established	social	binaries?	Kleinman	argues	that	“Illness	has	meaning	in	a	second	
sense,	insofar	as	particular	symptoms	and	disorders	are	marked	with	cultural	salience	in	different	
epochs	and	societies”	and	from	my	reading	of	these	texts	so	far	it	seems	to	be	the	case	that	DID	has	a	
particular	cultural	salience	for	contemporary	Western	late-capitalist	society	(18).	The	next	chapter	
picks	up	this	interest	and	examines	non-normativity	within	the	texts	more	closely	by	focussing	on	
their	approaches	to	identity	and	how	this	interest	in	breaking	social	norms	and	conventions	is	
reflected	within	the	characters	themselves,	with	a	particular	focus	on	gender.		
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Chapter	5		
The	Social	Construction	of	Gender	and	Resisting	Heteronormativity	
	
The	previous	chapter	discussed	the	ways	in	which	DID	texts	engage	with	concepts	of	normativity,	
particularly	the	ways	in	which	they	subvert	narrative	and	generic	expectations.	These	texts	frequently	
resist	curing	the	characters	of	their	disorder,	even	when	they	are	able	to	work	through	their	trauma,	
and	this	is	part	of	a	wider	interest	in	the	ways	that	social	pressures	to	conform	to	certain	behaviours	
act	to	keep	people	in	socially	sanctioned	roles.	In	some	texts	such	as	Fight	Club,	and	United	States	of	
Tara,	these	social	pressures	are	linked	to	dissociative	identity	disorder,	and	it	is	for	this	reason	that	
Sebastian	is	not	cured	by	the	end	of	the	novel:	the	social	pressures	which	led	him	to	dissociate	have	
not	been	removed,	so	he	cannot	be	cured.	Similarly	with	Tara,	everyone	else	is	able	to	adopt	different	
personas	to	operate	within	society,	but	Tara’s	alters	are	a	disordered	version	of	this	performance	
because	she	is	not	able	to	control	their	appearance.	Until	she	can	do	so,	Tara	too	remains	‘ill’	at	the	
end	of	the	text.	In	problematising	these	narratives	of	curing,	dissociative	identity	disorder	texts	
suggest	a	link	between	illness	and	the	society	in	which	this	illness	appears,	namely	that	“social	
contradictions	[are]	easily	displaced	into	images	of	personal	illness	[...]	to	nourish	the	suspicion	that	
any	perceived	lack	was	one’s	own	fault”	(Ohmann:	212).	Indeed,	the	previous	chapter	demonstrated	
that	social	pressures	to	conform	to	norms	are	a	type	of	‘trauma’	within	dissociative	identity	texts	(as	
Sebastian	clearly	demonstrates	in	Fight	Club).	Those	who	do	not	conform	are	therefore	said	to	be	‘ill’,	
and	some	illness	narratives	seek	to	cure	‘illness’	by	having	characters	learn	to	better	fit	into	their	
society	(particularly	texts	dealing	with	autism	and	Asperger’s	syndrome,	as	discussed	elsewhere	in	
this	thesis).	Narratives	which	choose	to	‘cure’	characters	by	having	them	better	fit	into	society	ignore	
the	fact	that	society	itself	is	‘ill’	in	Ohmann’s	reading;	Ohmann	argues	that	these	illness	narratives	
give	the	characters	the	condition	rather	than	admit	the	extent	to	which	normative	identities	are	
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socially	constructed,	and	that	it	is	possible	to	resist	social	pressures	to	conform.	If	the	social	
construction	of	identity	is	not	problematised	and	is	accepted	as	‘normal’,	there	is	no	need	to	change	
(or	cure)	the	dominant	social	forces,	and	so	the	condition	given	to	the	characters	as	a	way	of	excusing	
their	inability	to	fit	into	dominant	cultural	values	(for	example,	Asperger’s	or	autism)	is	not	cured	by	
the	end	of	the	text.	
I	demonstrated	in	the	previous	chapter	that	this	interest	in	resisting	cathartic	illness	narrative	
conventions	is	linked	to	a	wider	interest	in	endings,	and	problematising	the	notion	of	what	an	ending	
should	be.	United	States	of	Tara	ends	before	Tara	gets	to	Boston	to	work	with	a	DID	specialist	and	
hopefully	cure	her	condition;	people	keep	referring	to	Sebastian	as	Mr	Durden	and	assume	Tyler	will	
return	at	the	end	of	Fight	Club	(which	he	does,	in	the	sequel	comic	Fight	Club	2);	Echo	chooses	to	
retain	her	alter	personalities	at	the	end	of	Dollhouse;	at	the	end	of	Set	This	House	in	Order	Penny’s	
reintegration	therapy	does	not	work,	while	Andrew	chooses	not	to	pursue	further	treatment	but	
instead	continues	to	manage	his	condition.	This	interest	in	resisting	norms	extends	to	the	texts’	
approach	to	the	form	of	the	texts	and	generic	convention;	texts	resist	the	pressure	to	cure	characters,	
and	end	the	narratives	in	some	cases	before	characters	have	even	attempted	treatment.	
Ultimately,	these	texts	are	interested	in	resisting	norms,	then;	both	the	social	norms	the	
characters	should	conform	to,	and	the	generic,	formal	and	representational	norms	of	the	texts	
themselves.	These	texts	celebrate	plurality	and	the	ability	to	resist	social	pressures	to	conform,	and	
this	is	further	demonstrated	through	the	texts’	approach	to	gender	identity.	This	chapter	uses	a	queer	
theory	framework	to	examine	the	way	gender	identity	operates	within	these	texts.	Many	of	the	
characters	have	non-normative	gender	identities	(Andrew	is	female-bodied;	Sebastian	is	not	
traditionally	masculine,	forced	into	a	‘feminine’	consumer	role	by	the	conventions	of	capitalism	as	
discussed	elsewhere),	or	overly	stereotypical	normative	gender	identities	(Tara’s	alters	Alice,	a	1950s	
housewife,	and	her	cross-gender	alter,	Buck,	a	Southern	redneck	Vietnam	veteran;	the	hyper-
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masculine	Tyler	Durden).	This	chapter	examines	the	extent	to	which	the	choice	to	include	these	
gender	identities	supports	the	texts’	interest	in	subverting	or	playing	with	social	expectations	and	
non-normativity.		In	these	texts,	gender	identity	is	another	mark	of	difference	which	is	traditionally	
frowned	upon	by	society.	If	DID	is	read	as	a	celebration	of	multiplicity	and	non-normativity,	then	the	
various	gender	identities	of	the	alter	personalities	emphasise	this	aspect	of	the	condition	and	serve	
further	to	highlight	the	break	from	society’s	expectations	inherent	within	dissociative	identity	
disorder.	What	I	mean	by	this	is	that	if	DID	is	a	subversion	of	the	socially	dominant	idea	of	the	unified	
self,	then	the	choice	to	give	dissociative	characters	gender	variant	alters	further	emphasises	the	break	
from	societal	norms	and	expectations.	This	chapter	offers	a	brief	overview	of	queer	theorists’	
approaches	to	a	heteronormative	gender	binary,	and	the	ways	in	which	contemporary	American	
social	forces,	including	(briefly)	fictional	representations,	perpetuate	this	normative	binary,	before	
moving	on	to	examine	how	gender	and	gender	identity	is	represented	within	DID	texts.	By	
demonstrating	the	way	in	which	(heteronormative,	binary)	gender	is	constructed	and	understood	in	
the	contemporary	U.S.,	a	clear	contrast	emerges	in	the	way	DID	texts	represent	transgender	and	
cross-gender	alter	identities,	once	again	demonstrating	these	texts’	interest	in	unconventional	or	
non-normative	identity.	The	chapter	seeks	to	determine	if	representations	of	non-normative	gender	
identity	fit	into	the	wider	interest	in	non-normativity	evident	within	DID	texts.	
Queer	theorists	such	as	Judith	Butler	and	Kate	Bornstein	argue	that	there	is	nothing	more	
strictly	policed	by	contemporary	Western	society	than	the	binary	gender	system.	Everyone	is	placed	
into	one	of	two	boxes	at	birth	and	then	kept	there	through	strictly	enforced	gender	codes:	there	are	
men	and	there	are	women	and	nothing	in	between.	Gender	identity	is	only	a	problem	because	
contemporary	American	society	makes	it	so;	heteronormative	notions	of	gender	are	reinforced	
through	social	and	legal	pressures	which	ostracise	anyone	who	does	not	conform	to	these	ideals.	A	
good	example	of	this	is	the	recent	passing	of	a	number	of	‘bathroom	bills’	in	the	Southern	United	
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States,	most	notably	North	Carolina,	which	legalise	discrimination	against	trans	people	by	forcing	
them	to	use	public	bathrooms	which	match	the	sex	they	were	assigned	at	birth.	These	laws	seem	to	
be	motivated	by	nothing	but	transphobia	on	the	part	of	the	conservative	Republicans	who	advocate	
for	them.	Gender	variant	people	are	made	to	be	the	problem	here,	rather	than,	for	example,	the	
conservative	Republicans	in	the	North	Carolina	Senate	who	wrote	and	passed	the	law.	To	return	to	
Ohmann’s	idea,	the	contradiction	(not	everyone	conforms	to	the	binary	gender	system)	is	glossed	
over	and	dominant	social	attitudes	say	that	people	who	do	not	conform	have	the	‘illness’	
(transgender,	intersex,	and	other	genderqueer	people).	This	is	similar	to	the	way	that	DID	texts	treat	
illness.	Many	of	the	dissociative	characters	do	not	or	cannot	conform	to	the	social	roles	expected	of	
them—Sebastian	cannot,	Andrew	will	not,	for	example—and	it	is	they	who	have	the	disease.	Indeed,	
Andrew	is	the	most	obvious	example	of	this:	he	is	resistant	to	social	norms,	does	not	want	to	‘cure’	
his	condition,	and	has	a	female	body	at	odds	with	his	male	gender	identity.		 	
To	begin	with	then,	I	want	to	examine	this	idea	that	gender	is	socially	constructed	through	
the	performance	of	norms,	an	idea	largely	attributed	to	Judith	Butler.	In	Gender	Trouble	(1990),	she	
states:	
Because	there	is	neither	an	“essence”	that	gender	expresses	or	externalizes	nor	an	
objective	ideal	to	which	gender	aspires,	and	because	gender	is	not	a	fact,	the	various	
acts	of	gender	create	the	idea	of	gender,	and	without	those	acts,	there	would	be	no	
gender	at	all.	Gender	is,	thus,	a	construction	that	regularly	conceals	its	genesis;	the	
tacit	collective	agreement	to	perform,	produce,	and	sustain	discrete	and	polar	
genders	as	cultural	fictions	is	obscured	by	the	credibility	of	those	productions—and	
the	punishments	that	attend	not	agreeing	to	believe	in	them;	the	construction	
“compels”	our	belief	in	its	necessity	and	naturalness.	(190)	
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What	Butler	means	by	this	is	that	gender	is	not	the	natural	system	that	it	is	believed	to	be;	it	is	a	
cultural	classification,	the	way	that	members	of	a	society	are	conditioned	to	‘read’	sex.	For	Butler,	
there	is	no	‘truth’	of	gender	other	than	that	assigned	by	the	culture;	dominant	social	convention	
considers	one	particular	behaviour	or	visual	signifier	‘female’	and	so	anyone	who	behaves	in	this	way,	
or	looks	this	way,	is	perceived	to	be	a	woman.	Indeed,	gender	is	believed	to	follow	on	from	sex—all	
female-bodied	people	are	women	and	all	male-bodied	people	are	men—and	behaviour	is	believed	to	
follow	on	from	gender—women	are	feminine	while	men	are	masculine.	Gender	is	‘performative’	
because	it	only	exists	through	our	actions,	traits	and	appearance;	it	is	only	real	when	these	actions	or	
traits	are	performed.	These	combine	to	create	gender	because	they	allow	the	rest	of	society	to	read	
people	as	male	or	female.	One’s	gender	identity	is	only	valid	or	‘successful’	if	the	rest	of	society	
recognises	you	as	male	or	female,	and	the	punishments	visited	upon	those	who	do	not	conform	
compel	people	to	keep	up	the	performance,	perpetuating	the	notion	that	gender	is	a	‘natural’	
system.	By	‘punishments’	Butler	is	referring	to	homophobia	and	transphobia	that	can	lead	to	the	
denial	of	services,	legal	and	political	representation,	as	well	as	violent	hate	crimes	committed	against	
queer	and	gender	variant	people,	and	the	more	general	microaggressions	that	queer,	trans	and	
genderqueer	people	can	face	on	a	daily	basis.	From	this	description,	it	is	possible	to	see	that	the	late	
capitalist	system	that	emasculates	Sebastian	in	Fight	Club	is	also	a	normative	gender	system:	feeling	
trapped	in	a	traditionally	‘feminine’	consumer	role,	he	creates	the	hyper-masculine	Tyler	Durden	to	
destroy	the	capitalist	system	that	keeps	him	oppressed.	Indeed,	different	hegemonic	systems	such	as	
gender,	race	and	class	are	often	tightly	entwined,	and	this	is	particular	evident	within	DID	texts	as	the	
above	example	demonstrates.		
	 In	most,	(if	not	all)	Western	societies,	both	sex	and	gender	are	viewed	as	binary	systems	with	
little	room	for	other	options,	despite	the	fact	that	there	are	many	intersex,	trans,	and	other	gender	
variant	people	who	live	outside	these	binaries.	Indeed,	trans	and	intersex	people	problematise	binary	
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constructions	of	sex	and	gender,	and	immediately	reveal	the	construction	in	the	same	way	that	
dissociative	characters	like	Tara	make	obvious	her	friends’	and	family’s	role	playing.	U.S.	society’s	
adherence	to	a	binary	system	of	sex	and	gender	has	been	challenged	by	critics	such	as	Anne	Fausto-
Sterling,	who	argues	that,	based	on	combinations	of	male	and	female	sex	characteristics	such	as	
chromosomes	and	genitals,	one	could	make	the	case	for	five	or	more	sexes.26	Despite	the	activities	of	
gender	activists	such	as	Cheryl	Chase,	gender	theorists	like	Kate	Bornstein,	and	academics	like	Fausto-
Sterling,	gender	identities	outside	of	‘male’	and	‘female’	are	largely	unrecognised	by	society	as	valid	
options.	As	a	result,	the	people	who	belong	to	these	unrecognised	categories	must	be	forced	back	
into	‘male’	and	‘female’;	intersex	children	are	often	subjected	to	‘corrective’	surgeries	without	their	
knowledge,	for	example,	while	trans	people	hoping	to	transition	must	carefully	adhere	to	the	
heteronormative	notions	of	gender	established	by	the	medical	and	psychiatric	communities	in	order	
to	access	treatment	such	as	hormones	and	sexual	reassignment	surgery.	These	treatments	serve	to	
force	gender	variant	people	back	into	the	‘safe’	categories	that	society	recognises,	with	the	ultimate	
goal	of	erasing	their	problematic	gender	identities.		
	 As	well	as	being	policed	by	the	medical	establishment,	gender	is	reproduced	through	social	
conditioning	and	within	the	media.	A	clear	example	of	this	in	the	sorts	of	toys	male	and	female	
children	are	expected	to	play	with	in	the	U.S:	boys	stereotypically	like	toy	soldiers	and	trucks,	while	
girls	are	expected	to	play	with	dolls.	These	stereotypes	and	cultural	norms	are	so	ingrained	that	any	
moment	of	transgression	is	often	seen	as	an	indication	that	something	might	be	‘wrong’,	usually	
because	of	some	belief	that	transgressing	gender	norms	like	these	when	young	might	indicate	a	child	
																																								 																				
26	Fausto-Sterling	originally	made	the	case	for	five	sexes—male,	female,	true	hermaphrodites,	male	
pseudohermaphrodites,	and	female	pseudohermaphrodites—but	in	a	later	article	she	argues	that	this	is	
perhaps	just	as	reductive	as	the	original	binary	system,	and	instead	calls	for	the	understanding	“that	people	
come	in	an	even	wider	assortment	of	sexual	identities	and	characteristics	than	mere	genitals	can	distinguish”	
(The	Five	Sexes,	Revisited:	22).	
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could	grow	up	to	be	queer.	The	notion	that	particular	clothes	or	toys	could	‘make’	someone	gay	or	
transgender	is	absurd,	but	these	things	can	and	have	been	harshly	policed	in	Western	society.27	These	
sorts	of	divisions	are	further	(re)produced	through	advertising,	which	‘genders’	products	such	as	
razors	(black,	silver	and	blue	for	men,	pink	or	turquoise	for	women)	and	even	biro	pens.28	
	 Non-normative	gender	identity	and	queer	sexuality	have	also	been	policed	by	film	and	
television	representations	of	queer,	trans	and	intersex	people.	In	the	early	days	of	Hollywood,	the	
Motion	Picture	Production	Code	prevented	queer	people	from	being	depicted	on	screen.	As	a	result,	
when	gay	or	trans	people	were	allowed	past	the	censors	they	often	had	to	be	highly	coded,	and	never	
explicitly	reference	homosexuality	or	gender	variance.	As	a	result,	the	‘sissy’	characters	of	the	30s	and	
40s	rose	to	prominence,	and	while	no	reference	was	made	to	sexual	practice	the	violation	of	gender	
codes	(so	often	linked	with	an	ability	to	‘read’	people	as	queer)	allowed	these	characters	to	be	read	
as	homosexual	if	one	chose	to	do	so.	Following	the	removal	of	the	Motion	Picture	Production	Code,	
homosexuality	gradually	began	to	be	referenced	more	overtly	on	screen,	but	these	characters	were	
often	punished	in	some	way	for	their	open	homosexuality,	because	it	had	to	be	made	clear	to	the	
(mainstream)	audience	that	queer	lifestyles	were	not	a	valid	option.	This	is	similar	to	the	way	that	
Altman	describes	genre	as	a	means	of	spending	time	with	an	‘outlaw’	(that	is,	a	person	who	is	not	
representative	of	hegemonic	values);	queer	characters’	deaths	are	one	way	to	return	the	reader	to	
the	safety	of	the	law	as	discussed	in	Chapter	4.	As	a	result,	these	characters	were	often	lonely,	
unhappy,	and	frequently	committed	suicide	or	were	killed	at	the	end	of	the	film.	This	became	such	a	
common	occurrence	that	Russo	includes	a	‘necrology’	at	the	end	of	The	Celluloid	Closet	listing	the	
																																								 																				
27	The	idea	that	gender	transgression	was	reflective	of	a	queer	sexuality	had	been	the	subject	of	study	by	
sexologists	like	George	Rekers,	Ivar	Lovaas,	and	Richard	Green	during	the	1960s	and	70s.	See	Richard	Green,	
The	“Sissy	Boy	Syndrome”	and	the	Development	of	Homosexuality	(1987)	and	George	Rekers	and	Ivar	Lovaas,	
“Behavioural	Treatment	of	Deviant	Sex-Role	Behaviours	in	a	Male	Child.”	Journal	of	Applied	Behaviour	Analysis	
7.2	(Summer	1974).	This	research	treated	non-typical	gender	identity	as	a	sign	of	homosexuality,	and	sought	to	
socialise	children	back	into	normative	roles	in	order	to	‘prevent’	them	from	becoming	homosexual	in	later	life.		
28	See	the	recent	backlash	against	Bic’s	range	of	pens	‘For	Her’:	Anna	Pollitt.	“Bic’s	pen	‘For	Her’	backlash.”	
Stylist.	http://www.stylist.co.uk/life/bics-pen-for-her-backlash	[Accessed	August	2016].	
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details	of	forty-four	queer	characters	and	how	they	died	(347-349).	These	sorts	of	representations	
and	the	punishments	visited	on	LGBTQ+	characters	unfortunately	continue	to	the	present	day,	
particularly	when	it	comes	to	fictional	queer	women.	Between	January	and	July	2016,	there	have	
been	18	queer	female	characters	killed	on	U.S.	television	shows.29	The	death	of	Lexa	on	The	100	
(revisiting	the	very	worst	of	LGBTQ+	stereotypes:	Lexa	was	killed	shortly	after	consummating	her	
romantic	relationship	with	the	show’s	female	protagonist	Clarke,	which	had	been	unfolding	on	screen	
for	two	seasons)	and	resulting	fan	backlash	(largely	because	the	writers	had	spent	time	reassuring	
queer	fans	in	the	hiatus	between	seasons	that	nothing	bad	was	going	to	happen	to	Lexa)	brought	
awareness	of	the	so-called	‘Bury	Your	Gays’	trope	into	the	mainstream	news	for	the	first	time,	
including	coverage	by	BBC	News,	the	Hollywood	Reporter	and	Variety.30		
	 It	is	not	just	an	increased	chance	of	death	that	LGBTQ+	fictional	characters	have	to	contend	
with.		There	have	been	other	trends	evident	in	film	and	television	representations	that	act	to	police	
either	queer	sexuality,	gender	identity,	or	both.	The	first	is	that	LGBTQ+	characters	also	frequently	
find	themselves	the	villains	in	mainstream	films.	It	is	particularly	significant	that	two	of	the	horror	
films	I	mentioned	in	Chapter	2—Psycho	and	Haute	Tension—not	only	feature	killers	that	are	LGBTQ+	
(Norman	Bates	cross	dresses	as	his	mother,	Marie	is	in	love	with	her	[female]	best	friend	Alex),	but	
also	have	dissociative	identity	disorder	(Norman	seems	to	have	internalised	his	mother	as	a	separate	
																																								 																				
29	In	response	to	this,	queer	lifestyle/media	website	Autostraddle	compiled	a	list	of	all	the	dead	queer	female	
characters	to	ever	appear	on	TV.	When	the	list	was	originally	posted	it	contained	65	deaths,	following	input	
from	readers	the	list	grew	to	160	deaths	as	of	July	2016,	including	an	additional	17	characters	that	died	since	
the	list	was	first	published.	The	list	is	still	growing.	See	Autostraddle.	‘All	160	Dead	Lesbian	and	Bisexual	
Characters	on	TV,	and	How	They	Died.’	11	March	2016.	http://www.autostraddle.com/all-65-dead-lesbian-and-
bisexual-characters-on-tv-and-how-they-died-312315/		
30	See	‘Bury	Your	Gays’	on	tvtropes.com	http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/BuryYourGays;	BBC	
News.	“Fans	revolt	after	gay	TV	character	killed	off.”	11	March	2016.	http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/blogs-
trending-35786382;	Variety.	“Why	the	Controversial	Death	on	‘The	100’	Matters.”	4	March	2016	
http://variety.com/2016/tv/columns/the-100-lexa-dead-clarke-relationship-13-1201722916/;	The	Hollywood	
Reporter.	‘Bury	Your	Gays:	Why	‘The	100,’	‘Walking	Dead’	Deaths	Are	Problematic.	21	March	2016.	
http://www.hollywoodreporter.com/live-feed/bury-your-gays-why-100-877176							
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personality,	the	killer	in	Haute	Tension	is	an	alter	personality	created	through	Marie’s	repression	of	
her	feelings	for	Alex).	In	both	cases,	their	sexuality	is	more	evidence	of	their	mental	instability;	their	
motives	for	the	crimes	they	commit	are	nothing	more	than	that	they	are	both	mentally	disturbed	
queer	people	with	split	personalities.	Psycho	ends	with	a	psychologist	explaining	Norman’s	split	
personality	while	he	sits	in	a	cell,	taken	over	by	his	‘Mother’	personality,	and	Haute	Tension	ends	with	
Marie	locked	in	a	psychiatric	hospital,	muttering	to	herself	that	she	“won’t	let	anyone	come	between	
us	[Marie	and	Alex]	ever	again.”	Their	‘disturbed’	sexuality	and	gender	identities	are	reflections	of	
their	‘disturbed’	mental	health;	the	audience	is	encouraged	to	see	the	link	between	them.	This	idea	is	
also	frequently	seen	on	television,	particularly	on	older	procedural	crime	shows,	such	as	Law	and	
Order	or	the	original	CSI:	Crime	Scene	Investigation.31	In	older	examples,	the	LGBTQ+	characters	are	
often	sexually	repressed	killers,	and	in	many	cases	the	characters’	queer	identity	and	gender	
representation	are	held	up	as	evidence	of	their	perversion	and	disturbed	minds,	in	the	same	way	that	
they	are	in	Psycho	and	Haute	Tension.		
	 The	second	trend	is	linked	to	the	policing	of	heteronormative	gender	identity.	While	it	seems	
to	be	something	of	a	truism	that	gay	men,	when	they	appear	on	screen,	are	most	often	
stereotypically	camp	(perhaps	because	camp	characters	are	often	also	desexualised	and	therefore	
rendered	somewhat	‘safe’	for	a	mainstream	audience),	lesbians	on	the	other	hand	are	portrayed	as	
overwhelming	feminine.	The	majority	of	lesbian	and	bisexual	main	characters	that	have	appeared	on	
U.S.	television	in	recent	years—on	shows	such	as	Grey’s	Anatomy,	Pretty	Little	Liars,	Glee,	Lost	Girl,	
Chicago	Fire,	Orphan	Black,	Sense8,	Black	Sails,	Transparent,	The	100,	Wynonna	Earp,	and	Orange	is	
the	new	Black—are	conventionally	attractive,	feminine	characters.	While	some	of	these	characters	
occasionally	dress	in	what	could	be	considered	a	more	‘masculine’	style—most	notably	Paige	in	Pretty	
																																								 																				
31	See	“Lesbian	and	Bisexual	Women	on	Law	and	Order”	AfterEllen.2005.		http://www.afterellen.com/tv/4414-
lesbian-and-bisexual-women-on-law-and-order.	(Accessed	August	2016).	
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Little	Liars,	and	Nicole	in	Wynonna	Earp	(who	is	referred	to	as	butch	in	a	derogatory	fashion	by	the	
first	season’s	main	villain)—they	are	still	usually	returned	to	a	more	traditionally	‘feminine’	style	at	
various	points.32	They	are	allowed	to	subvert	gender	codes	for	a	little	while,	then,	before	they	are	
returned	to	a	conventional	‘heteronormative’	gender	presentation.	This	could	be	a	wider	problem	
with	U.S.	television	as	a	form;	it’s	possible	that	these	characters	are	all	conventionally	attractive	and	
feminine	simply	because	there	is	no	place	on	television	for	a	woman	who	does	not	fit	these	criteria.	
U.S.	television,	like	other	forms	of	media,	acts	to	shore	up	dominant	values,	even	through	characters	
that	do	not	belong	to	dominant	social	groups.	Indeed,	television	shows	often	work	extra	hard	to	
police	the	gender	identities	of	queer	characters,	something	that	became	particularly	clear	during	the	
trend	of	portraying	older	lesbian	couples	almost	exclusively	as	mothers	during	the	early	2000s.	By	
confirming	these	characters’	desire	to	have	children,	these	shows	make	their	characters’	femininity	
clear,	and	as	heteronormative	as	possible.	This	storyline	has	appeared	on	shows	such	as	ER	(1994-
2009),	Queer	as	Folk	(US	version)	(2000-2005),	The	L	Word	(2004-2009),	Friends	(1994-2004),	and	
more	recently	on	both	Grey’s	Anatomy	and	Chicago	Fire.	It	seems	that	the	shows’	aggressive	
reassertion	of	these	characters’	femininity	is	the	cost	of	their	ability	to	be	openly	queer.	Even	in	a	
modern	era	in	which	the	Motion	Picture	Production	Code	no	longer	operates,	these	characters	must	
be	traditionally	gendered,	and	they	must	conform	to	traditional	gender	roles.	This	demonstrates	that	
even	though	there	is	no	official	list	of	rules	in	place	governing	the	portrayal	of	queer	and	trans	
characters,	contemporary	U.S.	television	does,	to	some	extent,	police	itself	in	line	with	hegemonic	
values	and	social	norms.	These	portrayals	demonstrate	the	extent	to	which	heteronormative	gender	
																																								 																				
32	Interestingly,	the	shows	from	this	list	which	buck	the	trend	somewhat	and	feature	masculine-presenting	
queer	female	characters	who	are	able	to	resist	being	forced	back	into	a	more	feminine	identity,	Transparent	
and	Orange	is	the	New	Black,	are	both	shows	made	by	streaming	companies:	Transparent	is	made	by	Amazon,	
while	OITNB	is	made	by	Netflix.	It	is	possible	we’re	starting	to	see	a	split	between	traditional	television	shows	
(which	operate	within	social	hegemonic	structures)	and	streaming	shows	which	are	afforded	more	freedom.	
These	two	shows	are	of	course	also	both	notable	for	being	based	around	the	lives	of	trans	and	queer	
characters,	as	well	as	for	the	racial	diversity	among	the	cast	of	OITNB.		
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systems	are	shored	up	through	all	aspects	of	the	media.		
	 Throughout	this	chapter	so	far	I	have	accepted	Butler’s	explanation	of	gender—that	is,	that	
gender	is	a	socially	constructed	performance—without	offering	any	critique	of	this	position.	I	have	
demonstrated	that	‘ideal’	heteronormative	gender	codes	are	(re)produced	in	our	everyday	lives	
through	how	we	act	and	dress,	and	also	that	the	media,	film	and	television	especially,	add	further	
pressure	and	perpetuate	normative	gender	codes	through	the	representation	of	men,	women,	and	
queer	people.	While	there	is	evidently	a	huge	amount	of	social	pressure	on	us	to	perform	our	gender	
correctly,	and	it	is	clear	that	homophobia	and	transphobia	serve	as	a	means	of	policing	
(heteronormative)	gender,	I	want	briefly	to	problematise	this	construction	of	gender	and	highlight	the	
tension	between	all	gender	as	a	performative	fiction	on	the	one	hand,	and	the	realities	of	gender	
identity	for	gender	variant	people	on	the	other.	There	is	a	tension	here	between	academic	theories	of	
gender	and	the	real-life	experiences	of	trans,	intersex	and	genderqueer	people,	for	whom	the	nature	
of	gender	is	not	something	to	be	debated	but	a	very	important	part	of	their	lives,	similar	to	the	way	
that	the	fictional	representation	of	DID	often	differs	from	the	real-life	experience	of	people	with	the	
disorder	as	discussed	in	the	previous	chapter.	Gender	does	not	feel	like	a	performative	fiction	to	a	
trans	person	struggling	to	access	the	medical	tools	required	for	transition,	in	the	same	way	that	real-
life	people	with	DID	do	not	view	their	condition	as	a	means	of	resisting	social	systems	and	norms.	
Having	discussed	this	issue	in	the	previous	chapter	I	return	to	it	here.	Following	this,	I	offer	close	
readings	of	my	primary	DID	texts	to	determine	how	they	represent	gender,	and	gender	variance	in	
particular,	within	their	narratives.	Is	gender	variance	used	metaphorically	in	the	texts	in	the	same	way	
that	DID	is,	despite	this	tension	between	academic	thought	and	real-world	experience?	And	are	the	
characters’	gender	variant	identities	another	form	of	resistance	the	texts	exhibit?		
I	alluded	earlier	to	the	need	for	transgender	people	to	conform	to	heteronormative	gender	
norms	in	order	to	access	medical	treatment	such	as	hormones	and	gender	confirmation	surgery.	The	
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process	of	transition	is	a	long	one,	and	requires	medical	validation	at	each	step	along	the	way;	trans	
people	who	want	to	take	hormones	or	receive	surgery	have	to	convince	psychiatrists	of	their	true	
gender	identity	and	prove	that	they	can	function	as	a	member	of	that	gender	for	a	period	of	time	
before	their	doctors	will	even	consider	putting	them	forward	for	surgery.	This	is	especially	important	
in	the	U.S.	where	trans	people	are	reliant	upon	health	insurance	companies	covering	the	cost	of	their	
treatment.	Not	all	companies	cover	gender	confirmation	surgery	or	related	treatment,	and	those	that	
do	will	often	only	cover	the	cost	of	treatment	if	it	is	a	medical	necessity;	that	is,	if	not	receiving	
surgery	offers	a	very	real	risk	to	the	patient’s	mental	or	physical	well-being.	This	system	acts	to	
medicalise	gender	difference,	and	is	yet	another	way	that	the	binary	gender	system	is	reproduced;	in	
this	system	trans	people	have	to	prove	that	they	can	conform	to	one	of	the	two	binary	options	and	
are	shifted	from	one	option	to	the	other,	with	no	room	for	deviation	from	the	norm.	
	 The	oft	repeated	idea	that	trans	people	are	‘born	in	the	wrong	body’	suggests	that	their	
gender	identities	are	fixed	at	birth,	and	seemingly	resistant	to	all	efforts	to	condition	them	into	a	
gender	that	matches	their	sex.	This	metaphor	suggests	that	trans	people	are	able	to	resist	the	
socialisation	they	receive	as	children,	that	attempts	to	police	their	gender	identity	have	failed.	And	
yet	they	are	still	subject	to	the	same	pressures	as	other	members	of	society—the	high	instance	of	
violence	against	trans	people	indicates	that	this	is	the	case.	How	then	can	we	reconcile	the	
heteronormative	gender	system	with	the	experiences	of	trans	people?	Kate	Bornstein	suggests	the	
idea	that	trans	people	are	‘born	in	the	wrong	body’	is	a	convenient	metaphor	the	trans	community	
uses	to	access	medical	treatment	and	conform	to	the	medical	community’s	(hetero)normative	ideas	
of	gender	identity.	She	argues	that	this	offers	the	path	of	least	resistance	for	trans	people;	the	
medical	community	believes	that	there	are	two	discrete	gender	identities	and	so	trans	people	are	
forced	to	conform	to	this	model	in	order	to	access	treatment.	It	reinforces	the	biological	and	medical	
terms	of	the	debate,	taking	it	away	from	a	sense	of	cultural	conditioning.	If	they	were	‘born	in	the	
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wrong	body’,	the	medical	community	will	aid	them	in	transitioning	into	the	correct	one,	and	so	the	
heteronormative	gender	system	is	maintained.	This	becomes,	in	many	ways,	another	form	of	social	
pressure;	another	way	of	forcing	trans	people	to	conform	to	the	binary.	In	this	model,	they	are	not	
resistant	to	the	pressures	of	normativity	at	all,	because	they	have	to	prove	that	they	can	conform	to	
traditional	gender	roles.	The	medical	profession	then	aids	them	in	transitioning	into	the	‘correct’	
body	in	line	with	their	(normative)	gender	identity,	and	the	result	of	treatment	is	that	trans	people	
now	conform	to	social	pressures	and	the	heteronormative	system.		
	 Bornstein	takes	issue	with	this	medical	narrative,	and	instead	would	rather	see	a	third	space	
for	people	to	develop	their	own	gender	identities	away	from	heteronormative,	binary	notions	of	what	
gender	should	be.	Bornstein	argues	that	the	next	step	for	trans	people	is	to	“establish	a	truly	
transgender	world	view	in	concert	with	other	transgender	people,	because	virtually	all	the	books	and	
theories	about	gender	and	transsexuality	to	date	have	been	written	by	non-transsexuals	who,	no	
matter	how	well	intentioned,	are	each	trying	to	figure	out	how	to	make	us	fit	into	their	world	view”	
(63).	Bornstein	rejects	this	medical	narrative	and	its	aim	of	heteronormativity,	taking	particular	issue	
with	the	way	it	produces	and	reproduces	the	gender	binary	as	outlined	above.	She	goes	further	than	
Butler	in	that	while	she	recognises	the	ways	that	gender	is	constructed,	she	argues	for	a	complete	
dismantling	of	the	system,	and	calls	on	trans	people	to	problematise	the	binary	and	create	a	third	
space	because	she	believes	they	are	uniquely	placed	to	do	so.	This	call	to	arms	has	been	taken	up	by	
some	in	the	trans	community	who	strive	to	live	their	lives	without	a	recognised	gender,	or	cross	
backwards	and	forwards	between	gender	categories	at	will.		
	 While	Bornstein	is	radically	arguing	against	binary	constructions	of	gender,	one	must	be	
careful	to	not	assume	that	Bornstein’s	view	is	that	of	all	trans	people,	or	indeed,	that	of	all	queer	and	
gender	theorists.	Some	trans	people	are	perfectly	happy	with	their	transition	from	one	gender	to	
another,	and	some	cisgender	people	are	perfectly	happy	to	live	their	lives	within	the	gender	they	
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were	assigned	at	birth,	and	never	give	their	gender	identities	a	second	thought.	Indeed,	some	trans	
people	like	Julia	Serano	argue	against	the	idea	that	gender	is	a	performative	fiction.	Serano	is	very	
specific	in	her	criticism:	she	takes	issue	with	the	assumption	that	all	gender	is	performance:	“it	is	a	
crass	oversimplification,	as	ridiculous	as	saying	all	gender	is	genitals,	all	gender	is	chromosomes,	or	all	
gender	is	socialisation”	(85).	Serano	draws	on	her	own	experiences	to	argue	that	gender	does	not	feel	
like	a	performative	fiction	when	you	are	trans	and	face	the	prospect	of	interacting	with	people	when	
you	are	living	as	one	gender	and	all	your	legal	documents	refer	to	you	as	the	other,	or	when	you	are	a	
young	child	convinced	that	you	should	be	the	opposite	gender.	Instead	Serano	calls	for	people	to	
recognise	that	gender	is	not	simply	one	thing	or	another:	“It’s	an	amalgamation	of	bodies,	identities,	
and	life	experiences,	subconscious	urges,	sensations,	and	behaviours,	some	of	which	develop	
organically,	and	others	which	are	shaped	by	language	and	culture....	Instead	of	saying	that	all	gender	
is	performative,	let’s	admit	that	sometimes	gender	is	an	act,	and	other	times	it	isn’t”	(87).	Serano	calls	
for	a	recognition	of	gender	as	a	multi-faceted	construction,	more	in	line	with	the	real-world	
experience	of	trans	and	gender	variant	people	
I	offer	Serano’s	essay	here	as	evidence	of	the	important	work	that	theorists	are	still	
contributing	to	our	understanding	of	gender.	Serano	does	not	think	that	all	gender	is	performance,	
but	rather	a	collection	of	factors	that	vary	from	person	to	person.	Towards	the	end	of	the	essay,	
Serano	boldly	states:	“How	about	this:	let’s	stop	pretending	that	we	have	all	the	answers,	because	
when	it	comes	to	gender,	none	of	us	is	fucking	omniscient”	(87)	and,	despite	the	slightly	tongue-in-
cheek	tone	of	this	sentence,	I	would	agree	with	this	assessment.	Serano’s	essay	provides	space	for	
individual	difference,	and	an	intersectional	engagement	with	issues	like	race	and	class.	The	normative	
gender	model	I	have	discussed	throughout	this	chapter	does	not	do	that,	precisely	because	it	is	a	
hegemonic,	normative	model.	It	is	primarily	a	white,	middle/upper	class	model	of	gender—for	
example,	while	in	the	past	this	model	said	that	women	should	stay	at	home	to	look	after	their	
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children,	working	class	women	could	rarely	afford	to	do	so.	While	these	issues	are	largely	outside	the	
scope	of	this	thesis,	it	is	important	to	note	heteronormativity’s	intersection	with	other	areas	of	
hegemony.	Whether	or	not	one	believes	that	all	gender	is	performative	and	only	real	to	the	extent	
that	it	is	performed	through	acts	and	behaviours,	one	must	acknowledge	the	heteronormativity	of	
Western	society	and	the	multiple	ways	in	which	heterosexual	cisgender	people	are	privileged	in	this	
culture.	The	way	that	social	and	cultural	pressures	act	to	perpetuate	heteronormativity,	as	outlined	in	
this	chapter,	clearly	demonstrates	this.	
This	is	the	model	of	(heteronormative)	gender	that	is	useful	when	it	comes	to	the	dissociative	
identity	disorder	texts.	Whether	or	not	one	takes	the	view	that	gender	is	a	performative	fiction	
(which	can	be	seen	at	odds	with	some	trans	people’s	experience),	one	cannot	deny	that	
heteronormative	cissexist	modes	of	gender	presentation	and	behaviour	are	privileged	and	considered	
the	norm	within	contemporary	Western	cultures	and	societies.	As	such,	the	dissociative	identity	
disorder	texts,	themselves	cultural	artefacts	produced	within	the	contemporary	U.S.	(all	by	
heterosexual,	white	writers)	should	conform	to	these	expectations	when	it	comes	to	representations	
of	gender.	U.S.	society	has	a	clear	problem	with	people	who	do	not	fit	into	the	gender	binary.	Queer	
people	are	often	identified	and	discriminated	against	due	to	their	violations	of	gender	codes;	intersex	
children	are	coerced	into	‘corrective’	surgeries	often	without	their	knowledge;	and	trans	people	are	
forced	to	conform	to	the	gender	binary	if	they	wish	to	access	treatment.	Media	representations	of	
gender	and	sexuality	usually	privilege	heteronormative	identity,	as	I	outlined	above,	but	the	authors	
of	the	DID	texts	are	seemingly	able	to	resist	reproducing	heteronormative	identity	within	their	work.	
This	resistance	to	social	norms	(both	from	the	characters	within	the	texts,	but	also	on	the	part	of	the	
authors)	mirrors	the	texts’	ability	to	resist	generic	and	formal	norms	that	I	discussed	in	the	previous	
chapter.			
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	Gender	variance,	or	some	inclusion	of	non-normative	gender	identity,	is	a	fixture	of	the	DID	
texts	I	discuss.	Andrew	is	female-bodied	in	Set	This	House	In	Order;	Sebastian	is	not	traditionally	
masculine	while	Tyler	Durden	is	hypermasculine;	Tara	has	a	male	alter	who	enters	into	a	relationship	
with	a	woman	without	Tara’s	knowledge;	and	Dollhouse	has	featured	cross-gender	alter	personalities,	
most	notably	Victor	accidentally	being	implanted	with	a	female	personality	named	‘Kiki’	whilst	on	a	
mission	in	the	third	episode	of	the	second	season.	This	shared	interest	in	using	alters	as	a	means	of	
exploring	gender	is	significant,	and	points	to	the	texts’	wider	interest	in	all	forms	of	non-normativity	
and	resisting	convention	as	discussed	in	the	previous	chapter	in	relation	to	genre	and	narrative	and	
formal	convention	(illnesses,	resisting	cures,	endings).	This	chapter	seeks	to	draw	out	these	links	
between	gender	variance	and	the	unconventional	representation	of	illness	discussed	in	the	previous	
chapter	to	build	a	more	detailed	picture	of	the	texts’	interest	in	non-normativity.	I	begin	with	Set	This	
House	in	Order,	which	offers	the	most	overt	example	of	gender	variance	of	the	DID	texts.	
Throughout	the	first	half	of	Set	This	House	In	Order,	the	reader	believes	that	the	protagonist,	
Andy	Gage,	the	‘main’	personality	Andrew,	and	the	body	all	the	personalities	inhabit,	is	male,	but	it	is	
later	revealed	that	the	body	is	female	and	that	‘Andy’	is	short	for	Andrea.	This	is	revealed	when	
Andrew	is	about	to	have	sex	with	his	friend	Julie.	She	stops	him	when	she	realises	that	he	has	a	
female	body,	and	the	two	quickly	get	into	an	argument	about	the	original	Andy	Gage’s	gender	
identity:	
“When	you	talk	about	Andy	Gage…	the	original	Andy	Gage…	you	always	say	‘he,’	not	
‘she.’”	
“Well…	yeah.”	
“But	if	Andy	Gage	was	a	girl,	then—“	
“Julie…”	Of	all	the	times	to	start	talking	about	metaphysics…	but	it	seemed	important	
to	her,	so	I	curbed	my	impatience.	“I	call	Andy	Gage	‘he’	because,	well,	because	my	
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father	always	does…	and	Adam,	and	Aunt	Sam,	and	everybody	else	in	the	house	too.”	
“But	if	Andy	Gage	was	female…”	
“His	body	was	female,	but	his	soul	was	male.”	I	didn’t	actually	know	this	for	a	fact,	
but	it	made	the	most	sense—and	I	wasn’t	about	to	call	my	father	out	for	
confirmation.	
“You	said	that	souls	and	bodies	were	twins,	though.	Reflections	of	each	other.”	
“In	people	who	are	singular.	But—“	
“But	Andy	Gage	was	singular.	I	mean	he	was	the	original	soul,	right?	He…she…existed	
before	the	split.	So—“	
“Julie,”	I	interrupted,	“Julie,	I	don’t	want	to	be	rude,	but…why	does	this	matter?”	
(Ruff:	237-238)	
The	original	Andy	Gage	was	trans,	then,	or	at	least	gender	variant;	their33	gender	identity	did	not	
match	their	body’s	sex	characteristics.	This,	at	least,	is	Andrew’s	assumption,	and	it	is	never	corrected	
by	any	of	the	other	personalities,	so	the	reader	is	inclined	to	take	his	word	for	it.	Indeed,	it	is	difficult	
to	ascertain	the	truth	of	Andrew’s	belief.	We	are	told	that	the	original	Andy	Gage	was	‘murdered’	by	
their	stepfather	very	shortly	after	their	birth,	and	that	seven	personalities	were	formed	from	the	
splitting	of	Andy	Gage’s	soul.	Of	these	seven	personalities,	five	were	later	‘killed’	by	the	stepfather,	
and	the	two	survivors—Aaron	and	Gideon—were	forced	to	split	themselves	in	order	to	cope.	The	two	
‘original’	personalities	that	we	meet	from	the	first	split	are	male,	but	we	still	have	no	way	of	knowing	
the	gender	identity	of	the	original	Andy	Gage.	We	cannot	assume	that	Andy	Gage	had	a	male	gender	
identity	simply	because	male	personalities	were	formed	when	their	soul	was	split;	the	personalities	
that	we	meet	later	include	the	female	Sam,	who	was	presumably	formed	from	the	splitting	of	Aaron	
																																								 																				
33	I	am	using	they/them/their	pronouns	as	singular	gender-neutral	to	refer	to	Andy	Gage,	in	line	with	
contemporary	queer	and	trans	usage.	
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or	Gideon.	From	this	we	know	that	any	personalities	formed	by	the	splitting	of	another	do	not	
necessarily	have	the	same	gender	identity	as	the	personality	from	which	they	split.		
	 Andrew	also	talks	about	semi-formed	souls	called	‘Witnesses’	who	were	created	by	each	act	
of	abuse	by	the	stepfather.	These	are	largely	children,	but	they	are	also	of	both	genders,	and	we	have	
no	way	of	knowing	whose	soul	they	are	fragments	of.	Indeed,	the	most	important	Witness	in	the	
novel,	who	relives	the	moment	of	abuse	that	created	her	with	Andrew	and	allows	him	to	understand	
that	Andy	Gage’s	mother	knew	about	and	yet	feigned	ignorance	of	the	abuse,	is	described	as	“a	girl	of	
eleven	or	twelve”	(171).	The	reader	does	not	know	which	personality	was	in	charge	of	the	body	when	
this	act	of	abuse	happened	or	whose	soul	the	Witness	fragmented	from,	but	the	reader	can	
determine	that	Andy	Gage	was	living	in	a	female	identity	throughout	childhood.	Indeed,	when	
Andrew	revisits	their	childhood	home,	he	finds	dresses	in	Andy’s	room,	and	is	addressed	as	if	he	is	
female	by	his	neighbours	and	people	who	knew	Andy	when	he	was	younger.	It	should	be	pointed	out,	
of	course,	that	Andy	was	the	subject	of	systematic	emotional	and	sexual	abuse,	and	from	the	one	
memory	we	see,	seemed	to	live	in	a	constant	state	of	fear.	They	wouldn’t	have	had	the	opportunity	
to	develop	a	trans	identity	or	seek	gender	confirmation	treatment,	even	if	they	had	realised	it.	In	
addition,	there	seems	no	way	that	their	parents	would	co-operate	with	treatment	or	pay	any	
attention	to	their	wishes;	their	stepfather	continually	abused	them,	and	their	mother	knew	about	this	
abuse,	resented	the	attention	that	they	received	from	the	stepfather,	and	blamed	Andy	for	it.		
	 Even	after	the	stepfather	died	and	the	abuse	stopped,	we	have	no	way	of	knowing	which	
gender	Andy	Gage	was	living	in	during	the	years	before	Aaron	formed	the	house	and	called	the	
personalities	to	order.	During	this	time,	the	personalities	could	take	over	at	any	time,	and	Aaron,	who	
was	in	charge,	frequently	lost	time	and	had	no	memory	of	doing	things	that	he	had	done,	much	like	
Penny	at	the	start	of	the	novel.	We	are	told	that	Sam	had	a	relationship	with	a	man	before	Andy	Gage	
left	his	hometown,	but	we	do	not	know	if	this	means	that	Andy	Gage	was	living	in	a	female	identity	
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on	a	consistent	basis	or	not—Aaron	was,	presumably,	still	the	dominant	personality	at	this	time.	This	
ambiguity	leaves	the	reader	with	several	unanswerable	questions	in	relation	to	Andy	Gage’s	gender	
identity.	Indeed,	the	novel	does	not	offer	the	reader	a	definitive	explanation	of	Andy	Gage’s	original	
gender	identity,	or	the	history	of	the	formation	of	the	souls	or	which	souls	split	from	which.	But,	I	
would	argue,	it	does	not	necessarily	need	to.	Andrew,	who	is	the	personality	most	often	in	charge	of	
the	body—indeed,	was	created	solely	for	this	purpose	by	Aaron—is	male	and	he	inhabits	a	female	
body.	By	any	definition,	this	sex/gender	link	is	a	queer	one.	Whether	we	want	to—or	indeed,	
should—assign	a	specific	label	of	‘transgender’	or	not,	Andrew’s	gender	identity	does	not	follow	
society’s	heteronormative	expectations.	Andrew	doesn’t	see	why	this	is	an	issue	because	he	does	not	
truly	understand	social	conventions	and	expectations,	and	because	the	original	Andy	Gage	is	long	
dead;	the	personalities	that	exist	now	are	largely	male,	with	a	few	exceptions	such	as	Andrew’s	‘Aunt	
Sam’,	whose	nickname	(from	Samantha)	is	usually	a	male	name,	further	adding	to	the	blurring	of	
heteronormative	gender.	The	body	is	not	a	reflection	of	the	personalities	that	live	inside	it	now,	as	
Andrew	believes	most	singular	people	are,	so	it	does	not	matter	to	him	that	the	body	is	female	and	
he	is	male.	
	 Further,	Andrew	is	already	outside	of	the	norm	in	the	sense	that	he	has	multiple	
personalities,	and	even	more	so	because	he	refuses	to	seek	a	cure	for	his	treatment	in	the	
conventional	way.	He	is	already	living	a	life	outside	of	society’s	conventions,	so	why	should	he	care	if	
his	gender	identity	is	an	unconventional	one	as	well?	Indeed,	there	are	other	moments	in	the	novel	
which	suggest	that	Andrew	is	not	particularly	concerned	with	social	conventions.	Very	early	on	he	
describes	the	process	of	getting	ready	in	the	morning	and	how	each	personality	is	allowed	a	moment	
outside	in	the	shower	or	to	help	brush	the	body’s	teeth,	for	example.	He	concludes	by	explaining	that	
his	‘father’	Aaron	helps	him	get	dressed	because	“I	was	born	with	no	fashion	sense,	and	I	think	my	
father	feels	guilty	about	that”	(11).	After	Aaron	vetoes	his	shirt	selection—a	bright	yellow	plaid	shirt	
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with	red	and	green	checks—and	advises	him	not	to	wear	it	out	in	public,	Andrew	reluctantly	finds	
something	else	to	wear:	“I	did	like	the	shirt,	and	I	hate	having	to	give	things	up	just	because	of	what	
other	people	might	think”	(11).		
Andrew’s	lack	of	concern	with	social	conventions	is	not	shared	by	Julie,	however.	Julie	is	only	
able	to	view	Andrew’s	female	body	and	think	about	the	ways	in	which	it	will	affect	her:	
“I’m	not	a	lesbian,	Andrew.”	
This	was	such	a	non	sequitur	that	for	a	moment	I	was	completely	lost.	“What?”	
“I’m	not	a	lesbian.	I—“	
“But…	I’m	not	a	lesbian,	either.”	I	felt	a	brief,	irrational	surge	of	hope	that	died	when	I	
saw	Julie’s	expression	hadn’t	changed.	She	didn’t	care	whether	I	was	a	lesbian;	she	
cared	that	Andy	Gage’s	body	was	female.	Case	closed.	(238)	
Andrew’s	gender	variance	is	a	problem	for	Julie	because	it	challenges	her	own	sexual	identity.	She	is	
unable	to	see	past	Andrew’s	sex	and	find	his	gender,	even	though	she	has	known	him	for	several	
years	and	never	doubted	that	he	is	male.	In	her	view,	in	having	sex	with	him,	a	male	identified	person	
with	a	female	body,	she	is	having	sex	with	a	‘woman’	and	so	she	could	be	considered	a	lesbian.	Julie	is	
so	bound	by	social	convention	that	she	cannot—or	will	not—break	the	heteronormative	link	that	
society	assumes	between	sex,	gender	and	desire,	and	is	incapable	of	seeing	how	Andrew	could	be	
male	if	he	has	a	female	body.	In	sharp	contrast	to	Julie,	when	Penny	discovers	the	truth	about	
Andrew’s	body	she	reacts	with	initial	surprise,	but	doesn’t	particularly	care:	
“Your	mother	named	you	Andrea?”	
“Yes,”	Andrew	tells	her,	his	voice	sullen.	“The	body	is	female.”	He	looks	at	her	
expectantly,	but	all	Mouse	can	think	to	say	is:	“Oh…OK.”	
“OK?”	says	Andrew.	“You’re	not	freaked	out?”	
Mouse	shakes	her	head.	“I’m…	surprised,	I	guess.	But	freaked	out?	No.”	She	waves	an	
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arm,	trying	to	encompass,	in	a	gesture,	everything	that	has	happened	since	she	
started	work	at	the	Reality	Factory	three	weeks	ago.	“You	know	at	this	point…”	
“Right!”	Andrew	says,	as	if	he’s	been	waiting	for	someone	to	see	things	this	way.	
“Right,	exactly,	it’s	not	that	big	of	a	deal.	I	never	thought	it	was.	But	Julie…”	He	stops	
and	thrusts	his	hands	out,	as	if	pushing	something	away.	“No…	I’m	not	going	to	get	
going	on	that	again.”	(380)	
Penny	and	Andrew	are	both	used	to	living	outside	social	norms,	and	having	identities	that	the	society	
depicted	in	the	novel	tells	them	are	‘abnormal.’	The	idea	that	Andrew	could	be	male	and	also	have	a	
female	body	is	not	one	that	they	find	particularly	troubling	as	they	live	with	the	reality	of	having	
multiple	personalities	(of	both	genders)	and	the	fact	that	their	bodies	do	not	perfectly	represent	the	
personalities	that	live	within	them.	Interestingly,	even	their	non-dominant	personalities	don’t	seem	
to	find	this	arrangement	anything	out	of	the	ordinary;	Penny’s	protector	personality,	Maledicta,	asks	
Sam	if	the	body	is	female	and	when	Sam	replies	in	the	affirmative	says,	“I	fucking	thought	so....	You	
can’t	really	tell,	you	know,	when	Andrew	or	Aaron	are	in	the	fucking	driver’s	seat,	but	with	you	in	the	
body,	it’s	just	fucking	obvious’”	(330).	Beyond	asking	the	question,	Maledicta	doesn’t	seem	to	care	
one	way	or	the	other	and	this	foreshadows	Penny’s	reaction	later	in	the	novel.	
	 Andrew	and	Penny’s	treatment	of	Andy	Gage’s	trans	identity	is	accepting,	and,	most	
importantly,	does	not	seek	to	explain	it,	medicalise	it,	or	cure	it.	In	the	same	way	that	the	novel	
presents	a	new	way	of	managing	dissociative	identity	disorder	rather	than	seeking	a	true	cure	to	the	
condition—one	that	might	not	exist	anyway,	as	Penny’s	failed	reintegration	suggests—it	presents	a	
new	way	to	treat	trans	issues,	which	is	to	say,	to	treat	them	as	a	non-issue.	No	one	in	the	novel	tries	
to	police	Andrew’s	gender	identity;	he	is	not	subject	to	institutional,	legal	or	cultural	discrimination	
due	to	his	trans	identity;	and	nothing	within	the	novel	suggests	that	Andrew’s	male	identity	and	
female	body	is	something	which	needs	to	be	fixed	and	forced	in	line	with	heteronormative	values.	
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The	sections	of	the	novel	that	I	have	quoted	are	really	the	only	occasions	that	attention	is	drawn	to	
the	disparity	between	Andrew’s	gender	and	that	of	the	body,	and	indeed,	the	psychologists	that	
appear	in	the	novel	(the	only	representatives	of	the	medical	community)	do	not	mention	the	issue	at	
all,	concentrating	only	on	dissociative	identity	disorder	and	various	forms	of	treatment.		
	 Set	This	House	In	Order	is	the	only	novel	overtly	to	mention	trans	identities,	but	it	is	not	
unusual	for	dissociative	identity	disorder	texts	to	deal	with	issues	of	gender	variance	more	covertly.	In	
United	States	of	Tara,	Tara	has	a	male	alter	named	Buck	who	is	a	stereotypically	masculine,	
homophobic	redneck.	At	the	beginning	of	the	first	season	he	fulfils	this	stereotype	in	almost	every	
way:	continually	drinking	beer,	watching	pornography,	working	on	his	motorcycle,	and	belittling	
Tara’s	gay	son	for	his	sexuality	(and	by	extension,	his	gender	identity).	It	seems	at	first	that	Buck	
wants	very	little	to	do	with	Tara’s	family,	but	this	changes	over	the	course	of	the	season	as	the	viewer	
sees	him	act	as	a	‘protector’	figure:	beating	up	Kate’s	controlling	ex-boyfriend,	looking	after	
Charmaine	after	her	cosmetic	surgery,	and	even	developing	a	more	accepting	attitude	to	Marshall	
and	teaching	him	how	to	bowl.	It	becomes	clear	that	Buck	isn’t	quite	as	harsh	as	he	first	appears,	and	
this	continues	into	the	second	season.	At	the	start	of	Season	2,	Buck	has	a	sexual	relationship	with	
another	woman,	Pammy,	without	Tara’s	knowledge,	and	this	raises	questions	of	sexual	identity	and	
gender	identity.	Buck	is	male,	but	he	inhabits	Tara’s	female	body,	and	has	sex	with	another	woman.	
Pammy	identifies	as	straight	yet	enters	into	a	sexual	relationship	with	Buck.	And	Buck	uses	Tara’s	
body	so	does	this	relationship	have	any	impact	on	Tara’s	identity?		
	 The	relationship	between	Buck	and	Pammy	is	analogous	to	that	between	a	(pre-	or	non-
operative)	trans	man	and	a	heterosexual	woman,	so	it	is	possible	to	say	that	the	relationship	is	a	
transgender	or	queer	(in	the	umbrella	sense	of	the	word)	one.	This	is	reinforced	by	the	only	sex	scene	
the	viewer	sees	being	Buck	performing	oral	sex	on	Pammy.	The	camera	lingers	on	a	close-up	of	
Pammy’s	face,	documenting	her	pleasure,	before	panning	down	her	body	to	reveal	Buck’s	head	under	
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her	skirt.	This	sex	act	is	significant	because	it	is	one	associated	with	queer	women,	and	further	
centres	their	lovemaking	on	Pammy’s	pleasure,	rather	than	Buck’s.	The	final	shot	of	the	scene	
reinforces	this:	Pammy,	sprawled	in	a	reclining	armchair,	takes	up	most	of	the	space	in	the	frame,	
while	Buck	kneels	in	front	of	the	chair.	Despite	this,	Pammy	or	Buck	would	arguably	not	use	the	term	
‘queer’	to	describe	their	relationship.	Indeed,	Pammy	is	able	to	see	past	what	Buck’s	female	body	
means	for	her	own	identity	in	the	way	that	Julie	in	Set	This	House	could	not.	Pammy	never	refers	to	
herself	as	a	lesbian,	or	as	gay,	or	as	queer,	though	she	does	say	that	she	has	never	been	with	a	
woman	before	in	the	second	episode	of	Season	2,	so	she	does	at	least	acknowledge	Buck’s	body.	She	
also	continues	to	refer	to	Buck	with	male	pronouns	despite	this	awareness.	We	can	infer	that	Pammy	
sees	Buck	as	completely	male,	then,	despite	his	female	body,	and	does	not	question	her	own	identity	
based	on	her	relationship.	We	are	never	given	a	reason	for	Pammy’s	ability	to	reject	traditional	
heteronormative	assumptions	about	identity,	but	it	is	clear	that	this	is	a	radical	representation	of	a	
truly	queer	relationship.	This	is	perhaps	owing	to	the	fact	that	Tara	is	made	by	a	subscription	cable	
channel	rather	than	a	mainstream	network.	Subscription	cable	channels	such	as	HBO	and	Showtime	
are	able	be	a	little	more	radical	than	their	network	counterparts	because	they	do	not	rely	on	
attracting	advertisers	to	fund	their	programming.	Whether	or	not	this	freedom	does	contribute	to	the	
portrayal	of	the	relationship	between	Buck	and	Pammy,	it	does	not	change	the	fact	that	the	
relationship	occurs	with	very	little	soul	searching	or	the	need	to	label	it.	This	is	extremely	rare	on	
television,	and	just	one	more	area	in	which	Tara	is	willing	to	push	back	against	stereotypical	
narratives	and	work	to	offer	something	new.	It	is	one	more	rejection	of	normativity,	from	a	show	
which	continually	problematises	the	‘norm’.	
	 I	demonstrated	in	Chapter	4	the	extent	to	which	Tara	problematised	the	idea	that	Tara’s	
dissociative	identity	disorder	could	be	cured,	and	whether	or	not	there	was	one	moment	that	caused	
Tara	to	become	a	multiple	personality.	I	also	argued	that	the	other	characters	in	the	show	knowingly	
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take	on	other	roles	or	personalities	due	to	pressure	to	conform	to	different	social	norms.	Tara	cannot	
do	this,	and	that	is	why	she	is	said	to	be	‘ill’	and	has	this	disease	socially	imposed	upon	her	while	the	
others	do	not.	By	refusing	to	paint	Tara’s	condition	as	something	that	needs	to	be	cured,	the	show	is	
able	to	offer	radical	alternatives	to	the	typical	illness	narrative	and	medical	discourse	surrounding	
DID,	particularly	in	terms	of	identity	and	notions	of	the	unified	self.	Indeed,	Tara’s	identity	is	multiple	
and	fragmented,	and	constantly	shifting	as	the	alters	vie	for	position	and	spend	differing	amounts	of	
time	on	the	outside,	fulfilling	their	own	agendas.	The	show	also	raises	the	question	of	whether	or	not	
Tara	could	unknowingly	have	a	new	Tara-like	alter	in	the	eighth	episode	of	Season	2.	Though	this	idea	
is	not	developed	further,	it	does	position	the	show	closely	with	Set	This	House	In	Order	in	terms	of	its	
understanding	of	DID	and	how	alters	are	formed,	and	the	indeterminate	nature	of	a	multiple	
personality’s	identity.	This	indeterminateness	is	reflected	in	the	show’s	treatment	of	Buck	and	
Pammy’s	relationship;	it	is	a	queer	one,	for	all	the	reasons	I	mentioned	earlier,	but	it	is	left	undefined.	
By	allowing	both	Tara’s	condition	and	issues	of	sexuality	and	gender	identity	to	remain	
indeterminate,	the	show	leaves	room	to	explore	these	issues	in	ways	that	conventional	narratives	
(i.e.	the	illness	narrative	of	curing,	the	typical	‘coming	out’	narrative	often	found	on	television)	do	not	
allow.	
	 Indeed,	we	also	see	this	in	Marshall’s	storyline	in	the	second	season,	to	some	extent.	Though	
he	never	comes	out	or	labels	himself	as	such,	it	is	assumed	and	accepted	by	everyone	throughout	the	
first	season	that	Marshall	is	gay	and	his	relationship	with	Jason	would	seem	to	confirm	this.	Indeed,	in	
the	pilot	episode	the	first	time	we	see	Marshall	in	his	bedroom	hints	at	his	sexuality.	His	bedroom	is	
beautifully	decorated	in	a	very	different	style	to	the	rest	of	the	house,	he	is	wearing	monogrammed	
pyjamas,	and	he	has	classic	movie	and	jazz	singer/album	covers	on	his	walls.	While	these	are	difficult	
to	see	due	to	the	way	the	shots	are	centred	around	Marshall	lying	on	his	bed,	the	mise-en-scene	of	
his	bedroom	is	more	visible	later	on,	confirming	Marshall’s	non-typical	hobbies.	These	are	
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stereotypically	non-masculine	traits	(a	passion	for	interior	design,	a	love	of	classic	cinema	and	jazz),	
which	are	particularly	unusual	when	we	consider	the	setting	of	the	show	in	the	Mid-West,	where	
Buck’s	overt	masculinity	is	the	more	typical	gender	presentation.	Later	in	the	same	episode,	we	see	
Marshall	baking	cupcakes,	which	Buck	suggests	are	“homo-made”	with	a	sneer.	Buck	then	says	he	is	
going	to	go	to	the	shooting	range	which	Max	quickly	says	is	their	“guy	thing.	Us	three”	meaning	
himself,	Buck	and	Marshall.	The	episode	smash	cuts	to	a	static	shot	of	the	three	of	them	at	the	
shooting	range:	Max	and	Buck	are	in	a	cubicle	each,	feet	spread	apart	in	a	typical	‘masculine’	stance,	
shooting	their	guns	while	Marshall	sits	on	a	stool	in	the	final	cubicle,	out	of	sight	of	the	others,	
reading	a	book.	The	pilot	episode	leaves	us	the	viewer	with	the	assumption	that	Marshall	is	queer	
then,	being	as	his	more	feminine	hobbies	and	appearance	are	so	often	associated	with	queer	male	
sexuality	in	fictional	representations.	
	 In	the	second	season,	Marshall	resists	the	need	to	label	himself	and	embarks	on	an	ultimately	
unsuccessful	relationship	with	a	girl,	which	ends	immediately	following	their	attempts	to	have	sex.	It	
is	at	this	point	that	Marshall	first	labels	himself	as	gay	and	comes	out	to	his	father,	who	is	happy	that	
Marshall	has	accepted	and	is	comfortable	with	his	sexuality.	Marshall’s	initial	unwillingness	to	label	
himself	turns	what	could	have	been	a	controversial	storyline	(a	‘gay’	teen	deciding	that	he	isn’t	gay	
after	all)	into	something	more	interesting	and	subtle,	more	to	do	with	Marshall’s	uncertainty	about	
his	identity	as	a	gay	man—an	identity	that	has	almost	been	given	to	him	by	everyone’s	assumptions	
(including	the	viewers)	rather	than	one	he	has	arrived	at	himself—rather	than	a	wholesale	
questioning	of	his	sexuality.	
	 Buck	and	Pammy’s	similar	refusal	to	label	their	relationship	allows	the	storyline	to	develop	
without	falling	back	on	the	LGBTQ+	stereotypes	and	narratives	generally	found	on	television.	Buck	
and	Pammy’s	relationship	isn’t	about	whether	or	not	they	are	lesbians	or	if	their	relationship	is	a	
transgender	or	a	queer	one,	it	is	about	the	impact	that	this	relationship	has	on	Tara	and	her	family,	
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particularly	her	marriage	to	Max.	Is	Tara	committing	adultery	because	Buck	is	having	a	sexual	
relationship	with	someone	else,	for	example?	This	raises	important	debates	about	whether	or	not	
Tara	is	responsible	for	the	behaviour	of	her	body	when	the	alters	are	in	control	and	the	extent	to	
which	she	could	be	held	accountable	for	their	behaviour,	particularly	as	she	is	the	one	who	frequently	
has	to	deal	with	the	consequences	of	their	actions.	There	are	no	easy	answers	to	these	questions.	We	
are	told	in	Season	1	that	Max	used	to	have	sex	with	Alice	and	T	but	that	he	and	Tara	decided	he	
should	stop	because	Tara	felt	like	Max	was	having	sex	with	other	people—she	wasn’t	there,	and	had	
no	memory	of	the	incidents	even	though	they	involved	her	body.	In	the	case	of	Buck	and	Pammy,	
Buck	is	not	Tara,	though	he	uses	her	body,	and	Tara	has	no	input	into	Buck’s	decision	to	enter	into	a	
relationship.	Tara	did	not	make	the	choice	to	have	sex	with	someone	else,	even	though	her	body	is	
the	one	being	used,	and	she	is	not	aware	of	what	is	happening	when	Buck	is	with	Pammy.	She	is,	in	
many	ways,	an	innocent	bystander,	and	it	is	for	this	reason	that	one	could	argue	that	she	does	not	
commit	adultery.	Max	would	probably	disagree.	It	is	implied	that	though	he	stopped	having	sex	with	
the	alters	as	per	Tara’s	request,	he	didn’t	really	feel	that	he	was	in	the	wrong	as,	physically,	there	was	
no	difference	in	him	having	sex	with	T	and	Tara	because	they	are	identical.	This	notion	gets	turned	on	
its	head	in	the	second	season	when	he	finds	out	about	Buck	and	Pammy	(and	that	Tara	had	been	
hiding	the	re-emergence	of	her	alters)	and	sleeps	with	Pammy	himself	as	an	act	of	revenge.	Max	
obviously	feels	betrayed,	as	evidenced	by	his	sleeping	with	Pammy;	he	does	so	in	an	attempt	at	
retribution,	as	it	were,	something	he	wouldn’t	feel	the	need	to	do	if	he	believed	that	Buck	sleeping	
with	someone	else	did	not	constitute	adultery.	
	 This	is	a	complex	issue	which	could	have	completely	overwhelmed	what	the	show	was	trying	
to	do	with	the	storyline.	Pammy	only	features	in	a	small	number	of	episodes,	and	the	show	seems	
purposefully	to	leave	the	relationship	ambiguous	and	avoid	answering	these	questions	in	order	to	
allow	the	viewer	to	focus	on	what	the	storyline	means	for	the	characters	involved	without	becoming	
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overburdened	by	terminology	and	sexual	politics.	Indeed,	this	is	really	a	story	about	Max	and	Tara’s	
relationship	and	marriage,	and	their	inability	to	communicate	with	each	other	about	what	is	
happening	in	their	lives.	It	is	not	a	story	about	sexual	politics	or	gender	identity,	which	for	a	storyline	
and	relationship	as	complex	as	Buck	and	Pammy’s,	is	incredibly	rare	on	television.	The	show’s	
established	rejection	of	norms	allows	it	to	reject	typical	LGBTQ+	storylines	without	seeming	
disingenuous:	in	the	wider	context	of	the	show,	this	is	simply	one	more	set	of	norms	to	reject.	In	this	
regard,	Tara	is	much	the	same	as	Set	This	House	in	Order	and	Andy	Gage’s	female	body;	by	simply	
presenting	the	facts	but	refusing	to	label	them,	the	texts	leave	room	for	radical	reinterpretations	of	
typical	narratives	and	the	representation	of	illness	and	queer	and	trans	identities.		
So	far,	then,	both	Set	This	House	and	United	States	of	Tara	have	offered	examples	of	radical	
queer	and	trans	characters,	and	queer	and	trans	relationships.	Both	texts	treat	these	issues	in	much	
the	same	way	as	they	do	dissociative	identity	disorder,	which	is	to	say	in	new	and	interesting	ways,	
divorced	from	typical	narratives	and	stereotypes.	My	other	primary	texts	do	not	overtly	deal	with	
queer	or	trans	issues	in	the	same	way	as	these	two	texts,	but	they	are	nevertheless	concerned	with	
gender,	particularly	masculinity	and	femininity.	In	Fight	Club	this	interest	manifests	itself	in	the	
contrast	between	Sebastian’s	emasculation	and	Tyler	Durden’s	hyper	masculinity,	and	the	two	are	at	
odds	throughout	the	novel.	Sebastian	embodies	a	kind	of	failed	masculinity	caused	by	capitalism;	his	
white	collar	office	job	removes	him	from	the	masculine	tradition	of	blue	collar	workers,	and	his	
position	as	a	constant	consumer	further	emasculates	him,	as	it	is	one	traditionally	associated	with	
women.	In	order	to	escape	this	life,	he	creates	Tyler	Durden	as	a	sort	of	wish	fulfilment:	Durden	is	
everything	that	he	is	not,	including	traditionally	masculine.	Sebastian,	then,	is	the	one	with	the	
problematic	gender	identity,	whereas	Durden	seems	the	perfect	heteronormative	stereotype,	and	
indeed,	he	frequently	talks	of	his	desire	to	return	the	world	to	a	time	pre-civilisation	where	men	
hunted	and	lived	off	the	land:		
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‘Imagine,’	Tyler	said,	‘stalking	elk	past	department	store	windows	and	stinking	racks	
of	beautiful	rotting	dresses	and	tuxedos	on	hangers;	you’ll	wear	leather	clothes	that	
will	last	you	the	rest	of	your	life,	and	you’ll	climb	the	wrist-thick	kudzu	vines	that	
wrap	the	Sears	Tower.	Jack	and	the	beanstalk,	you’ll	climb	up	through	the	dripping	
forest	canopy	and	the	air	will	be	so	clean	you’ll	see	tiny	figures	pounding	corn	and	
laying	strips	of	venison	to	dry	in	the	empty	car	pool	lane	of	an	abandoned	
superhighway	stretching	eight-lanes-wide	and	August-hot	for	a	thousand	miles’	
(Palahniuk:	125).	
This	desire	speaks	to	Durden’s	masculinity,	and	the	buildings	and	places	that	he	mentions	
(department	stores,	the	Sears	Tower,	car	pool	lanes)	are	all	symbols	of	Sebastian's	life,	of	the	
capitalism	that	Durden	wants	to	abolish	in	order	to	free	men	from	the	economic	system	that	keeps	
them	trapped	and	unable	to	fulfil	their	true	(masculine)	roles.	The	extent	to	which	Sebastian	is	
emasculated	is	reinforced	in	the	sequel	comic	Fight	Club	2,	as	I	discussed	in	previous	chapters.	
Sebastian,	now	married	to	Marla,	has	a	son	he	struggles	to	connect	with.	Marla	is	dissatisfied	with	
their	sex	life	and	relationship	in	general.	Sebastian	feels	disconnected	from	his	roles	of	‘husband’	and	
‘father’,	and	Durden	is	lurking	in	the	background,	waiting	to	enact	his	plan	to	bring	Sebastian’s	son	
over	to	his	side,	and	fulfil	his	wish	to	destroy	the	world	in	order	to	return	everyone	to	the	pre-civilised	
world	he	describes	above.	This	is	made	overt	when	Sebastian	returns	home	early,	intending	to	
surprise	Marla	on	their	anniversary	with	flowers,	to	find	the	babysitter	on	the	phone	to	the	police,	
telling	them	a	“crazed	man”	just	entered	the	house.	Sebastian	protests,	“I’m	not	a	man”	(Fight	Club	2	
#1).	
	 Interestingly,	though	Durden	is	the	one	with	the	more	traditional	gender	identity	when	
compared	to	that	of	Sebastian,	he	is	the	one	that	is	living	on	the	fringes	of	society	and	does	not	care	
about	social	expectations.	For	example:	he	works	several	low-paid	night	jobs	(compared	to	
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Sebastian's	more	traditional	office	job);	he	lives	in	the	damaged,	abandoned	house	on	Paper	Street	
without	proper	furniture,	water	and	electricity	(compared	to	Sebastian's	Ikea-furnished	condo);	and	
he	starts	Fight	Club	and	later	turns	it	into	Project	Mayhem,	which	is	committed	to	and	encourages	
acts	of	domestic	terrorism.	Durden	does	not	seem	to	care	about	or	conform	to	society’s	expectations	
in	his	economic	life,	then,	but	does	so	in	terms	of	his	gender	presentation.	Conversely,	Sebastian	
conforms	to	everything	expected	of	him	in	his	economic	life	but	this	very	conformity	threatens	his	
gender	identity,	and	leaves	him	emasculated:	a	‘failed’	example	of	masculinity.	This	seems	as	though	
the	two	personalities	are	a	simple	inversion	of	each	other.	However,	it	is	possible	to	argue	that	even	
Durden’s	masculinity	could	be	said	to	be	something	of	a	subversion.	Early	on	in	the	novel,	Durden	and	
Sebastian	sneer	at	men	who	spend	their	time	in	gyms	“trying	to	look	like	men,	as	if	being	a	man	
means	looking	the	way	a	sculptor	or	an	art	director	says”	whereas	they	have	gained	their	muscles	
through	their	activities	in	Fight	Club	(50).	Of	course,	this	is	perhaps	ironic	given	the	casting	choices	for	
the	movie	(Durden	is	played	by	Brad	Pitt)	but	in	terms	of	the	book,	this	differentiation	is	important	
because	it	highlights	the	difference	between	the	masculinity	that	advertising,	movies	and	television	
are	selling,	in	which	the	point	of	having	a	gym-toned	body	is	to	look	good	and	match	a	socially	
sanctioned	‘ideal,’	and	the	kind	of	‘pure’	masculinity	offered	by	Fight	Club,	in	which	the	members	
often	beat	each	other	raw	and	bloody	and	do	not	care	how	they	appear	as	proved	by	the	delight	
Sebastian	takes	in	arriving	at	work	with	his	bloody	face,	for	example.	The	first	is	a	normative	
masculinity	closely	tied	to	capitalism,	while	the	second	is	the	kind	of	masculinity	Durden	is	talking	
about	when	he	talks	about	hunting	elk	in	his	post-civilisation	world;	it	seems	to	be	something	innate,	
pre-dating	the	world	but	long	dormant.	The	irony	is	that	this	‘natural’	masculinity,	pre-dating	
civilisation,	is	a	myth.34	It	is	just	as	much	a	myth	as	the	kind	of	normative	masculinity	promoted	by	the	
																																								 																				
34	This	idea	became	popular	when	Robert	Bly’s	Iron	John:	A	Book	About	Men	was	published	in	1990	and	
consequently	topped	the	New	York	Times	Best	Seller	list	for	a	number	of	weeks.	The	work	went	on	to	inform	
some	beliefs	of	the	so-called	Men’s	Rights	Movement.	
179	
	
	
	
adverts	and	the	media	that	Tyler	condemns.	He	is	so	committed	to	his	beliefs	and	his	desire	to	rid	the	
world	of	capitalism	that	he	cannot	see	this,	and	so	ends	up	simply	slavishly	shoring	up	another	value	
system	that	could	be	just	as	damaging	if	not	more	so:	to	fail	at	this	masculinity	would	mean	to	fail	at	
hunting	and	providing	for	oneself,	a	failure	of	survival	skills	that	could	ultimately	lead	to	death.	
Indeed,	Durden’s	conformity	to	this	gender	identity	serves	further	to	highlight	the	dangers	of	
normative	systems.		
	 It	is	possible	to	read	Durden’s	ultra,	heteronormative	masculinity	as	something	more	
subversive,	then,	and	in	this	way	it	is	possible	to	say	that	both	Sebastian	and	Durden	have	somewhat	
problematic	gender	identities,	in	the	sense	that	neither	is	exactly	what	society	expects.	Though	there	
is	no	examination	of	queer	or	trans	identity	in	Fight	Club,	it	is	very	concerned	with	these	issues	of	
masculinity,	and	what	it	means	to	be	a	‘man.’	Like	Set	This	House	and	Tara,	Palahniuk	doesn’t	really	
offer	an	answer	to	this	question;	he	does	not	attempt	to	‘cure’	the	problem,	as	it	were.	Indeed,	he	
cannot	cure	the	problem,	because	the	society	that	created	these	gender	identities	still	exists.	It	is	for	
the	same	reason	that	the	text	does	not	cure	Sebastian's	DID.	The	novel	implies	the	answer	to	the	
characters’	problematic	gender	identities	is	located	somewhere	between	the	two,	a	‘reintegration’	
(to	borrow	a	term	from	dissociative	identity	discourse)	of	the	two	gender	identities.	Of	course,	as	we	
have	seen	in	other	DID	texts—and	in	Fight	Club	to	some	extent	if	we	read	the	ending	to	mean	that	
Durden	is	still	there	and	will	always	be	there	despite	Sebastian's	hospitalisation—reintegration	is	not	
always	a	solution,	and	does	not	always	work	“because	every	once	in	a	while,	somebody	brings	me	my	
lunch	tray	and	my	meds	and	he	has	a	black	eye	or	his	forehead	is	swollen	with	stitches,	and	he	says:	
‘We	miss	you	Mr	Durden’”	(208).	
What	Fight	Club	makes	clear	is	that	the	trauma	which	causes	Sebastian	to	dissociate	is	tied	up	
with	his	gender	identity,	and	normative	ideas	of	gender.	This	idea	of	gendered	trauma	is	something	
we	see	in	Dollhouse	as	well.	I	mentioned	earlier	that	in	my	other	DID	texts	(Set	This	House,	Tara)	the	
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traumatic	cause	of	the	DID	in	the	female	characters	is	sexual	abuse.	(And	I	think	we	can	include	Andy	
Gage	within	this	assertion,	even	though	I	discussed	their	complicated	trans	identity	earlier,	because	
the	stepfather	saw	them	as	female,	and	that	is	what	the	stepfather	was	responding	to	when	he	
assaulted	Andy	Gage.)	In	Dollhouse,	this	pattern	continues	with	one	of	the	female	characters,	Priya,	
being	sexually	assaulted	by	her	handler,	the	man	assigned	to	look	after	her	on	missions,	and	then	
continually	symbolically	raped	by	the	man	who	put	her	in	the	Dollhouse.	So	far,	so	typical,	then,	but	
Dollhouse	actually	offers	us	a	contrast	to	this	typically	female	experience	through	the	character	of	
Victor,	a	veteran	of	the	wars	in	Iraq	and	Afghanistan,	who	suffers	from	post-traumatic	stress	disorder	
due	to	his	experiences	before	he	enters	the	Dollhouse.		
	 PTSD	from	wartime	experiences	is	a	stereotypically	masculine	condition,	and	the	image	of	the	
shell-shocked	soldier	is	a	well-known	one	in	both	literary	and	filmic	representations	of	war,	and	
psychology	work	on	trauma	(see	Chapter	3).	The	image	of	the	traumatised	soldier	is	a	uniquely	
masculine	one	in	popular	culture,	despite	women’s	presence	in	modern	armies,	and	it	seems	an	
interesting,	and	yet	slightly	perturbing,	parallel	that	men’s	DID	is	often	caused	by	this	‘masculine’	
trauma,	as	it	were,	while	women’s	DID	is	often	caused	by	the	‘feminine’	trauma	of	sexual	assault.	It	is	
a	troubling	split	which	implies	that	female	DID	is	caused	by	sex	and	sexuality,	while	male	DID	is	
caused	by	war	and	aggression,	and	one	that	no	text	seems	adequately	to	engage	with.	Why	is	this	
trauma	gendered	at	all,	when	these	texts	are	ostensibly	about	characters	with	DID,	a	mental	disorder	
seemingly	free	of	gendered	associations,	not	about	characters	with	gender	identity	issues?	Even	texts	
that	do	not	make	this	divide	overt,	such	as	Fight	Club,	still	offer	examples	of	gendered	trauma,	though	
of	a	different	kind.	In	Fight	Club,	Sebastian	suffers	from	trauma	that	is	tightly	bound	up	with	his	
gender	identity:	it	is	the	emasculating	effects	of	society	that	cause	him	to	dissociate.		
	 It	is	possible	to	say,	then,	that	the	traumatic	cause	of	these	characters’	dissociative	identities	
is	most	often	linked	to	gender:	Tara,	Andy	Gage,	Penny	Driver	and	Priya	are	all	sexually	assaulted,	
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while	Victor	has	PTSD	from	his	time	in	the	army	and	Sebastian	is	emasculated	by	capitalism.		
Dissociative	identity	disorder	seems	bound	up	with	gender	even	before	we	look	closer	and	find	cross-
gender	alters	and	queer	and	trans	identities	within	Set	This	House	and	Tara.	This	link	exists	because	
trauma	works	to	fragment	the	unified	self	by	causing	a	singular	personality	to	fragment	and	become	
multiple,	allowing	for	the	creation	of	any	number	of	different	identities.	I	demonstrated	in	Chapter	3	
how	trauma	works	to	disrupt	time,	meaning,	and	language,	and	now	it	is	disrupting	gender.	The	
gendered	element	of	this	trauma	works	to	disrupt	a	singular	(heteronormative)	gender	identity	and	
allows	for	the	fragmentation	and	creation	of	multiple	gender	identities,	from	all	possible	genders,	
sexualities	and	combinations	thereof,	at	least	within	these	fictional	examples.	I	am	not	suggesting	
that	a	woman	who	has	been	sexually	assaulted	will	suddenly	become	a	lesbian	or	decide	to	transition	
to	a	male	identity	as	a	result,	but	that	this	(fictionalised	account	of)	gendered	trauma	creates	the	
possibility	of	multiple	gender	identities	in	the	same	way	that	trauma	creates	the	possibility	of	
multiple	selves.	The	trauma	does	not	create	specific	personalities,	and	the	gendered	trauma	does	not	
create	specific	gender	identities;	instead	they	both	cause	fragmentation	but	do	not	determine	what	
form	the	fragments	take.	In	this	way,	trauma	and	gendered	trauma	are	both	able	to	destroy	
normativity:	the	first	by	destroying	the	unified	self,	and	the	second	by	destroying	heteronormative	
gender	identities.	That	many	of	my	texts	feature	gender	variant	alters,	or	gender	identities	that	fall	
outside	of	the	accepted	binary	confirms	this,	and	further,	cements	these	characters’	position	as	
people	outside	of	society	and	working	against	social	expectations.	What	better	way	to	reinforce	this	
idea	than	through	queer	and	trans	identities?	Indeed,	these	identities	are	at	odds	with	and	working	
against	society’s	expectation	of	‘natural’	gender	and	sexual	identity	in	the	same	way	that	the	multiple	
selves	of	the	dissociative	characters	are	at	odds	with	and	working	against	society’s	expectation	of	the	
‘natural’	unified	self.	
	 All	of	the	dissociative	characters	within	these	texts	exist	outside	of	society’s	expectations	due	
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to	their	multiple	identities,	and	the	gender	identities	that	I	have	discussed	within	this	chapter	serve	as	
one	further	way	to	emphasise	this.	These	characters	refuse	to	conform	to	heteronormative	gender	
roles,	and	are	resistant	to	fictions’	usual	attempt	to	police	identity	in	line	with	hegemonic	values	as	
described	elsewhere	in	this	thesis.	In	the	same	way	that	my	texts	offer	a	more	radical	interpretation	
of	DID,	they	also	offer	a	more	radical	interpretation	of	gender	identity,	and	in	both	cases	they	refuse	
to	conform	to	narrative	conventions	and	expectations.	Through	the	lens	of	identity	politics,	the	texts’	
employment	of	DID	as	a	metaphor	for	an	ability	to	resist	normative	social	structures	and	identities	
seems	to	be	positive,	or	even	utopian.	Queer	and	feminist	theory,	for	example,	is	often	sceptical	of	
these	normative	social	systems	and	identities	and	something	which	would	allow	people	to	break	free	
of	these	systems	would	be	welcomed.	However,	DID	is	a	real	medical	disorder	from	which	real	people	
suffer.	In	the	real	world,	DID	is	not	associated	with	an	ability	to	transgress	social	norms	and	break	free	
of	normative	social	systems,	and	attempting	to	make	this	link	is	damaging	to	people	who	suffer	from	
DID,	in	the	way	Sontag	talks	about	in	Illness	as	Metaphor.	However,	acknowledging	this	does	not	
mean	we	cannot	follow	the	texts’	interest	in	non-normativity,	or	attempt	to	examine	why	the	texts	
make	this	connection	again	and	again.	To	that	end,	the	next	chapter	examines	the	texts’	engagement	
with	the	ability	to	resist	social	norms	through	a	discussion	of	fictions’	ability	to	create	utopias.	Viewed	
through	the	lens	of	identity	politics	and	post-structuralism,	DID	(and	its	representation	within	fiction)	
becomes	a	useful	metaphor	to	explore	identity,	performance	and	conformity	to	and	subversion	of	
social	norms.	I	explore	this	issue	in	further	detail	in	the	next	chapter,	and	question	the	extent	to	
which	DID	can	and	should	be	universalised	in	this	way.		
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Chapter	6		
The	Dissociative	Critical	Dystopia	
	
In	the	previous	chapters,	I	discussed	the	way	in	which	DID	texts	are	resistant	to	generic	and	narrative	
norms,	and	include	representations	of	non-normative	identity	within	their	narratives.	At	the	end	of	
the	previous	chapter,	I	suggested	that	this	could	be	considered	an	example	of	fiction’s	utopian	
function:	fiction’s	ability	to	imagine	better	worlds	and	ways	of	solving	social	ills.	The	DID	texts’	formal	
and	representational	strategies	present	a	solution	to	the	‘problem’	of	normativity	through	the	
multiplicity	of	the	main	characters.		Within	these	fictional	texts,	DID	therefore	becomes	a	positive	
condition;	one	capable	of	improving,	to	some	extent,	the	lives	of	those	who	suffer	from	it	by	enabling	
them	to	resist	social	pressures	to	conform	to	normative	identity.	Metaphorical	uses	of	illness	within	
fiction	such	as	this	highlight	the	tension	between	fictional	representation	of	illness	and	the	real-world	
experience	of	people	suffering	from	these	diseases,	as	I	discussed	in	Chapter	4.	Turning	DID	into	a	
metaphor,	and	further,	arguing	that	it	could	have	positive	outcomes,	negates	the	experiences	of	
people	who	struggle	to	live	with	what	can	be	a	very	difficult	condition.	As	the	psychology	texts	I	
discussed	in	Chapter	1	demonstrated,	the	condition	is	classified	as	a	disorder	within	the	DSM,	and	
while	there	are	those	who	argue	DID	is	overdiagnosed	or	iatrogenic,	it	is	viewed	in	the	real	world	as	a	
disordered	set	of	behaviours	which	must	be	cured	through	medical	treatment.	This	is	not	always	the	
case	within	fictional	texts,	as	I	demonstrated	in	Chapter	4:	cathartic	narratives	are	often	rejected	in	
favour	of	characters	learning	to	manage	their	condition,	rather	than	cure	it	completely.		
The	tension	between	fictional	representations	of	disease	which	frequently	employ	illness	as	
metaphor	and	the	real-world	experience	of	people	suffering	from	those	illnesses	has	been	discussed	
throughout	this	thesis.	There	is	no	simple	way	to	unpick	this	problem	though	I	have	detailed	different	
critical	approaches	in	Chapter	4.	I	have	concentrated	my	analysis	on	the	representation	of	DID	within	
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fiction	by	utilising	what	Morris	calls	a	‘biocultural’	model	of	illness,	that	is	a	model	which	considers	it	
important	to	view	not	only	the	medical	facts	of	an	illness	but	also	the	cultural	and	metaphorical	
meanings	we	assign	to	certain	illnesses	or	symptoms	(see	Chapter	4).	By	using	this	model,	it	is	
possible	to	examine	the	use	to	which	authors	put	DID	within	their	narratives	without	arguing	that	this	
is	how	DID	should	be	or	is	viewed	in	the	real	world:	while	fiction	is	often	reflective	of	the	culture	in	
which	it	is	produced,	it	remains	a	fictional	representation	of	the	real	world.	My	utopian	reading	of	DID	
within	fiction	should	not	be	blindly	applied	to	real-world	cases	of	DID.	Instead,	I	am	interested	in	what	
this	utopian	impulse	reveals	about	the	texts’	approaches	to	normativity,	and	why	the	texts	might	be	
choosing	to	comment	upon	social	normativity	in	this	way.		
	 This	chapter	examines	the	extent	to	which	there	is	a	utopian	impulse	at	work	within	fictional	
DID	texts	by	mapping	the	concept	of	the	‘critical	dystopia’	on	to	these	narratives.	In	so	doing,	I	
problematise	the	simple	binary	opposition	between	utopia	and	dystopia,	and	detail	the	ways	in	which	
DID	texts	incorporate	elements	of	utopia	and	dystopia	within	their	narratives	in	order	to	critique	
normative	modes	of	behaviour	found	within	contemporary	U.S.	society.	This	chapter	begins	by	setting	
out	the	texts’	approach	to	utopia	and	dystopia	more	generally	within	their	broader	narratives,	before	
focussing	on	the	idea	of	a	‘critical	dystopia’	and	arguing	that	the	DID	texts	fit	into	this	category.	I	
conclude	by	offering	close	readings	of	the	texts	which	demonstrate	specific	examples	of	what	I	see	as	
their	engagement	with	concepts	of	critical	dystopia.	
	 Fiction	allows	readers	and	writers	to	imagine	better	worlds,	and	this	is	particularly	clear	in	
utopian	fiction,	which	provides	“a	blueprint	of	a	better	society”	(McCracken:	104).	This	is	a	trope	
often	employed	by	science	fiction,	which	imagines	future	worlds	free	from	poverty	or	disease,	for	
example,	as	well	as	specific	social	issues	tied	to	elements	of	identity.	Some	utopian	fiction	grew	out	of	
specific	activist	movements	so,	for	example,	there	are	many	‘feminist	utopias’	found	in	science	fiction	
from	the	1970s	which	imagine	a	world	without	men,	or	without	sexual	and	gender	difference,	such	as	
185	
	
	
	
Joanna	Russ’	The	Female	Man	(1975),	and	Ursula	Le	Guin’s	Left	Hand	of	Darkness	(1969)	and	The	
Dispossessed	(1974).	These	utopias	offer	a	solution	to	a	problem	that	the	author	perceives	within	
their	society	and	are	often	an	attempt	to	rearrange	the	world	to	suit	their	ideals.	Whether	one	agrees	
that	these	new	worlds	are	‘utopias’	or	not	depends	if	they	agree	with	the	political	view	of	its	creator,	
and	utopias	can	take	many	different	forms	as	a	result	of	a	wide	range	of	political	views.	Fredric	
Jameson	argues	that	‘utopian’	“has	come	to	be	a	code	word	on	the	left	for	socialism	or	communism,	
while	on	the	right	it	has	become	synonymous	with	‘totalitarianism’	or,	in	effect,	with	Stalinism”	(“The	
Politics	of	Utopia”,	35).	He	argues	that	those	on	the	left	see	money	and	greed	as	a	force	which	
corrupts,	and	so	a	socialist	society	would	erase	this	issue,	while	those	on	the	right	see	a	utopia	as	a	
system	which	must	be	maintained	against	human	nature,	through	dictatorship.	Even	from	this	brief	
overview,	we	can	see	the	wide	range	of	utopias	found	within	fiction,	and	the	conflicts	between	those	
who	believe	in	very	different	types	of	‘utopia’.	Indeed,	whether	one	views	something	as	utopian	or	
dystopian	often	depends	upon	their	political	or	moral	beliefs.	Dystopian	worlds	are	also	frequently	
found	in	science	fiction,	often	as	a	warning	for	what	our	world	could	turn	into	if	humanity	continues	
along	a	certain	path.	For	example,	as	concerns	about	climate	change	have	increased,	these	sorts	of	
texts	often	have	ecological	messages,	warning	against	pollution	and	the	damage	done	to	the	planet	
and	environment,	and	the	consequences	this	could	have	for	future	generations.	Even	Disney	Pixar’s	
Wall˖e	(2008),	a	film	aimed	at	children,	carries	this	message	in	its	dystopian	future	in	which	humans	
have	left	earth	utterly	ruined	and	full	of	waste,	incapable	of	sustaining	life.		
	 Dystopias	often	also	emerge	where	utopias	fail;	as	another	problem	emerges	to	be	‘fixed’	or	
characters	become	dissatisfied	with	life	in	their	new	world.	In	these	narratives,	characters	often	
become	dissatisfied	with	being	told	what	to	do	and	losing	their	individuality;	the	utopia	becomes	
another	system	in	which	the	characters	are	trapped	and	from	which	they	want	to	break	free.	Indeed,	
the	idea	that	everybody	is	the	same	is	one	frequently	found	within	utopias,	with	Jameson	suggesting	
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that	“citizens	of	utopia	are	grasped	as	a	statistical	population;	there	are	no	individuals	any	longer,	let	
alone	any	existential	‘lived	experience’”	(“The	Politics	of	Utopia”,	39).	He	continues:	
“depersonalisation	is	a	very	fundamental	part	of	what	utopia	is	and	how	it	functions”	(40).	This	idea	
of	sameness,	originally	seen	as	a	positive	thing	within	utopian	fiction—everyone	is	‘equal’	because	no	
difference	exists	anymore,	which	eliminates	prejudice	and	bigotry,	as	well	as	class	systems	and	
poverty—frequently	turns	a	utopia	into	a	dystopia.	To	cite	a	classic	example,	George	Orwell’s	
Nineteen	Eighty-Four	(1949)	features	a	totalitarian	dystopian	future	in	which	all	individualism	and	
independent	thinking	is	harshly	policed	and	punished,	and	similar	ideas	are	seen	in	later	texts	as	well:	
Alan	Moore’s	comic	book	series	(and	later	film	adaptation)	V	for	Vendetta	(comic	1989;	film	2005)	
depicts	a	similar	future	in	which	all	sexual	and	racial	minorities	and	political	opponents	of	the	fascist	
government	are	exterminated	in	concentration	camps	(everyone	is	the	same	because	the	ruling	party	
killed	those	that	were	not).	Indeed,	to	use	one	of	my	primary	texts,	Fight	Club	demonstrates	the	
problems	found	in	swapping	one	system	of	control	for	another	as	Tyler	Durden’s	Project	Mayhem	
descends	into	a	dystopia	that	traps	its	inhabitants	in	exactly	the	same	way	the	capitalist	system	traps	
Sebastian	at	the	start	of	the	novel.	Durden’s	‘space	monkeys’—the	name	Sebastian	gives	to	those	
who	join	Project	Mayhem—are	encouraged	to	lose	all	traces	of	their	individuality;	they	dress	in	the	
same	’uniform’,	shave	their	heads,	and	even	burn	their	fingerprints	off.	They	are	taught	to	follow	
Durden’s	orders	and	the	rules	of	Project	Mayhem	without	question,	blindly	believing	and	conforming	
to	their	new	‘utopian’	life.		
Jameson	highlights	this	use	of	sameness	and	conformity	within	utopia,	suggesting	that:	 
Salvation	will	be	possible	only	at	the	price	of	allowing	the	entire	personality—the	past	
and	its	memories,	all	the	multiple	influences	and	events	that	have	combined	to	form	
this	current	personality	in	the	present—to	be	wiped	away	without	a	trace:	a	
consciousness	will	alone	remain,	after	this	operation,	but	by	what	effort	of	the	reason	
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or	imagination	can	it	still	be	called	‘the	same’	consciousness?	(“The	Politics	of	
Utopia”,	52) 
This	again	brings	to	mind	Durden’s	space	monkeys,	but	we	also	see	this	at	work	in	Dollhouse	when	
the	‘Dolls’	are	technologically	wiped	of	all	traces	of	personality	and	become	completely	blank,	doing	
whatever	they	are	told	until	such	time	that	they	are	implanted	with	a	new	personality	and	become	
capable	of	thinking	independently	again.	There	is	a	utopian	impulse	behind	this	idea	is	designed	to	
keep	the	Dolls	safe	and	well	cared	for:	while	in	their	blank	states,	the	Dolls	are	fed	healthy	food	and	
made	to	exercise	so	that	they	are	in	peak	physical	condition.	However,	a	closer	examination	of	this	
situation	allows	us	to	recognise	that	this	is	actually	a	dystopian	system	in	which	the	Dolls	sign	
themselves	over	to	the	Dollhouse	for	a	specified	period	of	time	and	are	strictly	controlled	by	their	
‘owners’	during	this	time	period.	They	are	given	new	personalities	in	order	to	fulfil	tasks	for	the	
owners	of	the	Dollhouse	and	their	wealthy	clients,	and	are	wiped	of	these	personalities	at	the	end	of	
the	job.	Everyone	is	the	same	in	their	blank	Doll	state,	and	though	they	live	in	a	safe,	strictly	
controlled	environment,	they	have	lost	all	of	their	individuality,	even	down	to	the	same	clothes	that	
they	wear	and	the	new	names	that	they	are	given	based	on	the	NATO	Phonetic	Alphabet.	In	fact,	
once	one	Doll	leaves,	another	one	takes	their	place	and	is	given	the	same	‘name’,	further	erasing	the	
Dolls’	individuality.		
	 This	system	offers	a	sort	of	false	hope	for	the	Dolls	then,	the	possibility	of	utopia	but	one	that	
fails	because	the	reality	does	not	match	the	fantasy.	Indeed,	this	is	the	very	point	of	utopia:	it	is	not	
reality	and	never	can	be	because	it	then	ceases	to	be	utopian.	At	the	end	of	their	stay	the	Dolls	are	
technologically	returned	to	their	original	personalities,	and	so	the	‘utopia’,	such	that	it	is,	is	ultimately	
proven	to	be	unstable;	it	offers	consolation	for	a	little	while,	but	it	is	one	that	falls	apart	long	before	
the	dolls	are	returned	to	their	previous	lives.	This	links	to	my	discussion	of	Rick	Altman’s	work	on	
genre	in	Chapter	4,	in	which	he	argues	that	genres	are	able	to	offer	temporary	alternatives	to	real-
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world	norms	before	they	return	the	audience	to	something	more	conventional	and	expected.		While	
DID	texts	were	able	to	suspend	the	moment	of	return	to	generic	norms,	it	seems	they	are	not	able	to	
resist	the	possibility	of	utopias	‘failing’	and	becoming	dystopias.	
	 The	idea	of	utopias	failing	sets	up	a	binary	opposition	between	utopia	and	dystopia,	but	we	
have	already	seen	that	the	DID	texts	are	not	interested	in	simple	binary	categories.		It	is	useful	here	
then	to	examine	the	texts	more	closely	to	see	if	there	is	something	else	at	work.	These	texts	blur	
elements	of	utopianism	and	dystopianism	in	order	to	present	narratives	in	which	social	normativity	is	
criticised.	It	therefore	makes	sense	to	view	them	as	‘critical	dystopias’:	texts	which	“maintain	hope	
outside	their	pages,	if	at	all;	it	is	only	possible	if	we	consider	dystopia	as	a	warning	that	we	as	readers	
can	hope	to	escape	its	pessimistic	future”	(Baccolini	and	Moylan:	7).	Indeed,	these	texts,	and	here	I	
am	thinking	of	Fight	Club	and	Dollhouse	specifically,	explore	a	problem—normative	behaviour—and	
warn	against	the	kind	of	oppressive	system	to	which	this	can	lead.	In	Dollhouse	in	particular,	the	
viewer	is	left	knowing	that	the	world	has	been	‘saved’	from	this	dystopia	and	yet	the	narrative	ends	
inside	the	Dollhouse	without	showing	the	viewer	if	the	world	has	been	returned	to	normal,	or	if	the	
‘utopian’	solution	enacted	by	the	protagonists	has	worked.	The	viewer	and	the	three	main	characters	
are	left	with	the	hope	that	it	has,	in	the	same	way	that	Sebastian	is	left	with	the	hope	that	Tyler	
Durden	has	truly	gone	in	Fight	Club.	Set	This	House	in	Order	works	in	a	similar	way:	we	are	presented	
with	the	problem	of	normative	behaviour,	to	which	Andrew	offers	a	solution,	and	yet	the	wider	world	
is	not	changed	as	this	solution	is	not	put	into	practice.	Indeed,	Raffaella	Baccolini	and	Tom	Moylan	
state	that	“critical	dystopias	allow	both	readers	and	protagonists	to	hope	by	resisting	closure:	the	
ambiguous	open	endings	of	these	novels	maintain	the	utopian	impulse	within	the	work”	(7).	This	
concurs	with	my	texts’	use	of	open	endings	which	not	only	resist	cathartic	curing	impulses,	but	also	
suspend	the	implementation	of	the	utopian	solution	the	characters	have	created.		By	refusing	to	
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enact	these	utopias	we	do	not	see	them	fail	(and	become	dystopian)	and	they	therefore	maintain	
their	utopian	status.		
Furthermore,	these	critical	dystopias	have	an	interest	in	hybridity	and	fluidity,	and	are	often	
characterised	by	the	practice	of	genre	blurring.	They	“recognise	the	importance	of	difference,	
multiplicity,	and	complexity”	in	the	same	way	that	dissociative	identity	disorder	texts	do,	and	this	
offers	us	another	explanation	for	the	texts’	resistance	to	conventional	generic	forms	(Baccolini	and	
Moylan:	7).	I	demonstrated	in	Chapter	4	the	ways	that	DID	texts	resist	the	usual	illness	narrative	form,	
not	least	by	refusing	to	cure	the	dissociative	characters	by	the	texts’	end,	and	also	discussed	the	
different	genres,	besides	illness	narrative,	to	which	each	text	belongs:	Set	This	House	is	a	thriller,	for	
example,	while	Dollhouse	is	science	fiction,	and	United	States	of	Tara	is	a	family-based	
drama/comedy.	I	suggested	that	these	varied	genres,	and	the	texts’	resistance	to	a	tidy	generic	form,	
was	indicative	of	their	resistance	to	social	norms,	and	their	view	that	normative	behaviour	is	a	
problem	which	needs	to	be	solved.	The	texts	not	only	challenge	hegemonic	values	in	the	fictional	
world	of	the	text,	but	also	challenge	generic	form	as	well.	Baccolini	and	Moylan,	presumably	
influenced	by	Derrida’s	“Law	of	Genre”,	suggest	that	this	is	a	feature	of	critical	dystopias	more	
generally,	and	that	it	is	this	“impure	genre,	with	permeable	borders	which	allow	contamination	from	
other	genres,	that	represents	resistance	to	a	hegemonic	ideology	that	reduces	everything	to	a	global	
monoculture”	(Baccolini	and	Moylan:	8).	That	is,	it	is	this	impurity	of	genre	that	allows	the	text	to	
approach	the	problem	of	normative	behaviour,	and	critique	a	hegemonic	ideology	that	forces	
everyone	to	be	the	same.	‘Critical	dystopia’	offers	a	useful	way	of	looking	at	these	texts	then:	the	
term	explains	the	suspended	moment	at	the	end	of	these	texts	which	offers	a	utopian	solution	but	
stops	short	of	putting	it	into	practice	for	fear	that	it	will	fail	and	become	truly	dystopian.	
	 By	rejecting	and	critiquing	normative	behaviour,	the	dissociative	critical	dystopia	is	one	of	
endless	possibility	in	terms	of	identity	and	yet	this	works	against	a	traditional	understanding	of	utopia	
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which,	McCracken	argues,	has	the	“disadvantage	of	closing	down	other	possible	ways	of	imagining	
improvement”	(104).	We	have	already	seen	that	the	DID	texts	are	deeply	concerned	with	creating	
multiple	modes	of	being:	DID	texts	often	have	open	endings	and	multiple	interpretations,	leaving	it	
up	to	the	reader	to	decide	if	the	condition	should	be	cured,	or	in	some	cases,	if	the	‘cures’	the	
characters	find	for	themselves	work	at	all.	In	all	cases,	these	open	endings	are	linked	to	the	texts’	
interest	in	disrupting	generic	norms	and	resisting	the	usual	path	of	illness	narratives,	an	interest	in	
line	with	their	characters’	ability	to	subvert	social	norms.	This	interest	in	multiple	modes	of	being	and	
ways	of	imagining	improvement	is	a	strategy	the	texts	employ	to	resist	the	risk	of	the	utopia	failing	
and	returning	to	a	binary	understanding	of	utopia/dystopia.	I	have	already	alluded	to	several	texts	in	
which	utopias	become	dystopias	as	the	system	struggles	to	sustain	itself,	specifically	referring	to	Fight	
Club,	which	warns	against	the	dangers	of	a	limited	utopia	in	which	everyone	is	the	same,	as	well	as	
discussing	the	failed	utopia	in	Dollhouse.	DID	texts’	concern	with	multiplicity,	reflective	of	the	
disorder	these	texts	feature,	is	a	clear	sign	that	these	texts	are	not	interested	in	engaging	with	the	
concept	of	utopia	in	any	simple	way.		
	 In	Chapter	4	I	argued	that	the	disruption	of	generic	form	and	the	refusal	to	cure	the	
characters’	dissociative	identity	disorder	mirrored	the	dissociative	characters’	disruption	of	binaries	
and	subversion	of	social	norms.	This	narrative	choice	acts	as	a	generic	metaphor	for	DID,	and	
reinforced	the	texts’	criticism	of	normative	behaviour.	I	also	discussed	narrative	and	genre,	and	the	
ability	of	fiction	to	position	the	reader	with	an	‘outlaw’—someone	outside	of	traditional	social	
norms—at	least	for	a	short	while,	before	returning	the	outlaw	and	the	reader	to	the	safety	of	the	law	
at	the	end	of	the	text.	In	contrast	to	this	expectation,	DID	texts	allow	the	reader	to	remain	in	the	
company	of	the	outlaw	by	refusing	to	cure	the	outlaw	DID	characters	of	their	condition.	So	Andrew	
remains	an	outlaw	in	Set	This	House	In	Order,	for	example,	because	he	not	only	chooses	to	live	with	
his	multiple	personalities,	but	is	also	uninterested	in	seeking	gender	reassignment	surgery	or	
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‘normalising’	his	gender/body	in	line	with	heteronormative	standards.	This	suspension	of	generic	
norms	is	important	for	the	idea	of	the	critical	dystopia.	Utopias	do	not	only	fail	as	difference	is	
eliminated	and	their	citizens	become	a	statistical	unit	but	because,	ultimately,	“[they]	must	remain	
somehow	unrealisable”	in	order	to	truly	be	considered	a	utopia	(Jameson	“Utopia	and	Failure”,	1).	
Utopias	are	fantasies	that	fail	when	you	attempt	to	put	them	into	practice,	and	can	only	ever	offer	
consolation	and	false	hope.	Indeed,	Bülent	Somay	states	that	utopias	offer	“meaningful	solutions	to	
social	problems	when	there	exists	no	possibility	of	such	solutions”	and	that	they	are	“devices	of	
patronising,	benevolent	deceit”	(33).	The	suspending	endings	of	the	DID	texts	therefore	position	
them	as	clear	critical	dystopias:	preventing	the	possibility	of	the	utopia	failing	and	sustaining	hope	for	
the	characters	and	readers	that	the	solutions	the	texts	offer	to	the	problem	of	normative	behaviour	
can	work.		
	 Indeed,	this	is	the	only	way	that	the	utopia	can	continue	to	exist	as	a	valid	solution	to	the	
problem	of	normative	behaviour.	The	texts	end	with	the	possibility	of	utopia,	having	imagined	a	
solution	to	the	problem	of	normative	behaviour	without	attempting	to	rebuild	the	world	in	line	with	
this	solution.	Both	Set	This	House	In	Order	and	United	States	of	Tara	explore	the	possibility	of	a	utopia	
based	on	multiplicity	in	which	it	is	possible	to	break	free	from	social	norms,	but	the	texts	refuse	to	
expand	these	possibilities	into	a	concrete	utopia	to	which	everyone	must	belong.	In	this	way,	the	
suspended	moment	of	these	open	endings	also	suspends	the	transition	back	to	reality,	and	this	is	
mirrored	in	the	texts’	generic	strategies.	It	is	for	the	same	reason	that	DID	texts	leave	us	in	the	
company	of	the	outlaw	without	attempting	to	return	us	to	the	safety	of	real	world	norms.	They	leave	
the	reader	with	a	different	view	of	reality	once	the	book	has	closed—they	make	visible	hidden	
systems	of	normativity	and	allow	the	reader	critically	to	engage	with	the	debate	surrounding	their	
creation	and	perpetuation.	This	is,	ultimately,	all	that	fiction	can	do.	
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The	idea	that	these	texts	are	critical	dystopias	and	that	they	purposefully	subvert	and	re-
appropriate	generic	form	in	order	to	support	the	utopian	solution	that	they	offer	is	intrinsically	bound	
up	with	the	use	of	disease	as	metaphor.	It	is	the	use	of	the	disease	as	a	means	of	offering	an	
alternative	to	normative	behaviour,	combined	with	the	subversion	of	generic	expectation	and	
narrative	form,	that	enables	this	reading.	This	reading	is	only	possible	because	without	this	
metaphorical	use	of	the	disease	the	text	would	have	no	utopian	solution	to	offer,	or	at	least	no	neat	
way	to	explain	the	characters’	ability	to	have	multiple	identities	and	live	outside	of	social	norms.	That	
is	to	say,	without	the	support	of	the	texts’	generic	strategy,	it	would	not	be	possible	to	employ	
dissociative	identity	disorder	as	a	metaphor	for	multiplicity	and	a	way	of	subverting	normative	
behaviour,	because	the	characters	would	no	longer	have	DID	and	would,	presumably,	be	returned	to	
more	normative	social	roles.	This	becomes	another	reason	for	the	suspended	moment	of	an	open	
ending,	and	further	cements	the	link	between	the	texts’	use	and	subversion	of	generic	convention	
and	the	use	of	DID	as	a	metaphor.	Similarly,	it	would	not	be	possible	for	dissociative	identity	disorder	
to	be	used	in	this	way	if	the	texts	did	not	suspend	generic	convention	and	resist	conventional	
endings.	In	both	Fight	Club	and	Dollhouse	we	see	what	happens	when	these	utopian	solutions	are	
enacted:	in	both	cases	the	utopia	quickly	becomes	a	dystopia	and	the	solution	is	proved	
unsustainable.	It	is	only	though	the	multi-meaning	open	ending,	the	resistance	of	a	cathartic	
conclusion	to	the	narrative,	the	representation	of	non-heteronormative	gender	identities,	and	the	
multiplicity	afforded	the	characters	through	DID	working	together	that	the	texts	can	be	critical	of	
normative	behaviour	and	explore	alternatives	to	it.	These	elements	work	together	to	cement	the	
texts	as	a	dissociative	critical	dystopia.		
	 This	has	still	not	addressed	the	problem	of	using	diseases	as	metaphors,	and	particularly	the	
suggestion	that	DID	is	being	used	here	as	a	‘positive’	condition	and	way	of	solving	a	problem.	
However,	I	think	it	is	possible	here	to	make	a	distinction	between	dissociative	identity	disorder	itself	
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as	a	utopian	condition,	and	the	things	that	it	stands	for	which	enable	this	utopian	solution.	DID	
represents	a	celebration	of	multiplicity	and	shifting	identity,	an	ability	to	move	between	categories	
that	comes	naturally	to	people	with	multiple	personalities,	but	is	not	only	available	to	them.	
Dissociative	identity	disorder	therefore	becomes	a	convenient	metaphor	for	talking	about	multiplicity	
of	identity	and	the	ability	to	exist	outside	of	social	norms,	but	it	is	not	the	only	way	to	do	so.	Indeed,	
there	are	other	means	of	disrupting	binary	notions	of	identity	which	exist	outside	of	DID:	some	trans	
or	non-binary	people	seek	to	live	their	lives	outside	of	the	established	gender	binary	or	cross	between	
binary	gender	presentations	while	biracial	identities	can	problematise	the	binary	opposition	of,	for	
example,	whiteness	and	blackness.	These	are	examples	of	ways	in	which	social	norms	to	do	with	
identity	can	be	challenged,	and	the	‘multiplicity’	here	does	not	involve	DID.	In	the	DID	texts	we	are	
even	offered	an	example	of	this	with	Andrew	in	Set	This	House	in	Order:	though	it	is	never	explicitly	
stated	that	the	original	Andy	Gage	was	trans,	statements	made	by	Andrew	imply	that	this	could	be	
the	case,	and	so	Andy	Gage	would	have	been	trans	regardless	of	whether	he	was	dissociative.	
Andrew’s	gender	presentation—he	has	a	male	identity	but	is	female-bodied—is	one	of	the	main	
pieces	of	evidence	for	his	ability	to	subvert	social	norms,	and	yet	the	text	allows	for	the	interpretation	
that	this	has	nothing	to	do	with	his	multiple	personalities,	creating	the	possibility	for	the	two	to	be	
divorced	from	each	other.	Andrew	is	the	only	character	to	offer	an	alternative	way	of	breaking	social	
norms—Buck’s	relationship	with	Pammy	in	United	States	of	Tara	is	undeniably	queer,	but	something	
that	is	enabled	by	Tara’s	DID—and	though	he	is	only	one	example,	he	is	important	in	demonstrating	
that	the	ability	to	subvert	social	norms	is	not	exclusively	linked	to	DID.	I	have	argued	that	it	is	
problematic	for	texts	to	use	diseases	as	metaphors,	for	all	the	reasons	I	previously	mentioned,	but	in	
this	case	it	is	not	the	disease	itself	that	the	metaphor	is	actually	interested	in,	it	is	the	ability	to	exist	
outside	of	social	norms	and	subvert	normative	roles.	It	would	be	wholly	problematic	if	the	texts	were	
suggesting	that	DID	was	in	some	way	utopian	because	it	enables	this	behaviour,	but	they	are	not	
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suggesting	this.	Andrew	here	becomes	very	important	as	he	demonstrates	that	it	is	possible	to	exist	
outside	of	social	norms,	in	this	case	heteronormative	gender	roles,	and	proves	that	this	utopian	
solution	is	not	only	available	to	people	with	multiple	personalities.	Indeed,	it	is	the	ability	to	exist	
outside	of	social	norms	that	is	utopian	rather	than	the	disease,	and	this	is	an	ability	available	to	
everyone	because	social	norms	are	constructions	that	can	be	broken	once	the	truth	of	their	
construction	has	been	revealed.	Once	we	become	aware	of	all	the	ways	that	we	are	gendered,	for	
example,	we	can	begin	to	challenge	these	heteronormative	standards	in	our	everyday	lives.	
	 As	I	have	suggested	here,	then,	the	use	of	dissociative	identity	disorder	in	these	texts	creates	
an	easy	opportunity	for	writers	to	challenge	social	norms,	but	it	is	not	the	only	way	that	this	can	
happen.	It	is	not	DID	itself	that	is	utopian,	then,	but	rather	the	ability	to	have	multiple,	shifting	
identities	that	is.	In	this	case,	multiplicity	and	an	ability	to	break	social	norms	is	utopian,	and	more	
specifically,	it	is	a	utopian	solution	to	the	‘problem’	of	normative	behaviour.	Dissociative	identity	
disorder	is	a	convenient	metaphor	that	easily	enables	characters	to	change	behaviours	and	roles,	but	
it	is	actually	the	multiplicity	rather	than	the	condition	that	the	texts	are	interested	in.	An	ability	to	
change	identity	in	this	way	should	not	be	limited	to	those	with	multiple	personalities,	but	is	simply	
the	chosen	form	from	which	authors	can	explore	this	utopian	solution.		
	 It	seems,	then,	that	we	are	left	in	an	uneasy	position	in	which	the	disease	both	is	a	metaphor	
and	is	not	a	metaphor.	It	is	not	so	much	that	DID	itself	is	the	metaphor	but	that	multiplicity	is.	This	is	
supported	by	Set	This	House	In	Order,	which	suggests	that	multiplicity	may	be	available	without	the	
presence	of	dissociative	identity	disorder.	The	significance	of	this	novel’s	separation	of	DID	and	the	
ability	to	challenge	social	norms	should	not	be	ignored.	Indeed,	it	is	this	multiplicity,	this	ability	to	
shift	identities	and	live	outside	of	social	norms	that	provides	the	utopian	solution	to	the	problem	of	
normative	behaviour.	The	texts	explore	multiplicity,	hybridity	and	fluidity	through	generic	form	and	
the	metaphor	of	dissociative	identity	disorder,	and	offer	readers	an	alternative	to	normative	
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behaviour.	The	texts	stop	short	of	putting	this	utopia	into	practice	in	the	same	way	that	the	endings	
stop	short	of	a	tidy	generic	conclusion,	and	this	serves	to	maintain	the	possibility	that	this	utopia	is	
attainable	and	a	valid	solution	to	the	problem.	In	addition,	the	suspended	ending	resists	the	transition	
from	a	fictional	world	to	the	real	world,	by	refusing	to	put	this	utopia	into	wider	practice	in	a	way	we	
would	recognise.	The	reader	remains	in	the	company	of	the	‘outlaw’	without	having	to	see	them	
normalised	and	returned	to	a	dominant	cultural	norm,	and	maintains	hope	that	the	solution	found	by	
these	characters	might	work	in	a	wider	context.	By	resisting	all	norms,	both	social	and	generic,	the	
text	creates	the	possibility	for	an	alternative	to	normative	behaviour,	and	leaves	the	reader	open	to	
the	possibility	that	this	is	possible	and	encourages	them	to	arrive	at	their	own	conclusions	as	to	
whether	such	a	solution	could	work.	These	dissociative	critical	dystopias	create	the	possibility	of	
critical	discourse	surrounding	normative	behaviour,	which	is	one	of	fiction’s	chief	and	most	exciting	
functions.	I	now	examine	in	more	detail	how	this	works	within	my	primary	texts. 
To	begin	with,	Fight	Club	offers	the	reader	a	clear	critique	of	a	social	system	which	traps	
those	within	it	by	forcing	them	blindly	to	conform	to	social	norms—in	this	case	a	normative	system	
based	on	capitalism.	On	the	surface,	Fight	Club	can	be	read	as	a	critique	of	consumerism	and	an	
extreme,	overly	cynical	version	of	capitalism:	Sebastian	feels	trapped	by	the	demands	of	his	job	and	
his	place	as	a	consumer,	and	dissociates	until	he	creates	an	alter	ego	capable	of	freeing	him	from	this	
system.	As	described	above,	Fight	Club	highlights	the	problem	with	simply	exchanging	one	system	of	
control	for	another,	as	Sebastian	quickly	discovers	that	Project	Mayhem	and	the	anarchy	it	offers	is	
no	better	than	the	capitalist	system	in	which	he	was	trapped	at	the	beginning	of	the	novel.	Indeed,	if	
we	look	more	closely	and	examine	the	utopian	ideology	at	work	in	the	novel,	it	becomes	possible	to	
say	that	the	text	is	actually	critiquing	systems	of	normative	behaviour	itself,	whatever	‘norms’	they	
feature,	rather	than	the	capitalist	or	anarchist	systems	portrayed	throughout	the	text.	This	criticism	of	
‘sameness’	becomes	particularly	obvious	when	we	consider	the	differences	between	Sebastian’s	job	
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and	the	jobs	that	Durden	holds,	and	what	this	says	about	Durden’s	‘utopian’	ideology.	
	 At	the	start	of	the	narrative,	Sebastian	works	for	an	insurance	company	as	a	recall	campaign	
coordinator,	as	he	explains: 
Wherever	I’m	going,	I’ll	be	there	to	apply	the	formula.	I’ll	keep	the	secret	intact.		
It’s	simple	arithmetic.		
It’s	a	story	problem.		
If	a	new	car	built	by	my	company	leaves	Chicago	traveling	west	at	60	miles	per	hour,	
and	the	rear	differential	locks	up,	and	the	car	crashes	and	burns	with	everyone	
trapped	inside,	does	my	company	initiate	a	recall?		
You	take	the	population	of	vehicles	in	the	field	(A)	and	multiply	it	by	the	probable	
rate	of	failure	(B),	then	multiply	the	result	by	the	cost	of	an	average	out-of-court	
settlement	(C).		
A	times	B	times	C	equals	X.	This	is	what	it	would	cost	if	we	don’t	initiate	a	recall.		
If	X	is	greater	than	the	cost	of	a	recall,	we	recall	the	cars	and	no-one	gets	hurt.		
If	X	is	less	than	the	cost	of	a	recall,	then	we	don’t	recall.	(Palahniuk:	30)	 
At	first,	this	appears	to	be	a	callous	side	effect	of	capitalism;	a	system	more	concerned	with	how	
much	things	cost	than	the	human	lives	that	are	lost	as	a	result	of	the	car	failures.	Sebastian’s	job	in	
this	system	is	purposefully	to	ignore	the	human	lives	that	his	company	damages	and	destroys,	
because	profits	are	all	that	matter.	Indeed,	the	callousness	with	which	he	discusses	the	recall	and	
prioritises	money	and	profits	above	the	human	cost	of	the	car	failure	rate	suggests	that	this	is	normal	
and	an	expected	aspect	of	his	job.	He	boils	his	job	down	to	“simple	arithmetic,”	to	a	“story	problem”	
(similar	to	those	one	studies	in	mathematics	classes	at	school)	in	an	effort	to	distance	himself	from	
what	it	is	he	does.	It	becomes	clear	that	he	already	dissociates	himself	from	the	true	nature	of	his	job	
here,	in	order	to	make	it	possible	for	him	to	fulfil	his	role	at	the	company.	Indeed,	the	“story	
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problem”	here	can	more	properly	be	described	as	a	lack	of	historical	awareness,	a	lack	of	concern	
with	cause	and	effect,	and	we	see	this	mirrored	in	the	space	monkeys’	repeated	tasks	within	Project	
Mayhem	later	in	the	novel;	they	each	have	one	task	that	together	form	a	larger	whole,	but	with	no	
sense	of	what	the	overall	effect	will	be.	This	is	itself	a	form	of	dissociation,	a	refusal	to	see	the	larger	
ramifications	of	one’s	work.	It	should	be	noted,	of	course,	that	Sebastian	himself	does	not	know	the	
overall	goal	or	structure	of	Project	Mayhem	either;	he	is	just	as	much	subject	to	Durden’s	
management	and	control	as	the	space	monkeys.	Sebastian,	used	to	dissociating	from	his	office	job,	
finds	himself	dissociating	from	Project	Mayhem	in	the	same	way,	and	indeed,	in	a	much	more	literal	
way	when	Durden	takes	over.	Though	the	reader	will	not	discover	that	Durden	is	Sebastian’s	alter	
personality	until	much	later	in	the	novel,	we	already	see	the	way	that	the	capitalist	system	described	
at	the	beginning	of	the	novel	causes	Sebastian	to	dissociate,	and	the	implicit	way	that	it	asks	its	
subjects	to	dissociate	in	order	to	put	the	system	and	money	before	everything	else.	Sebastian	
promises	that	he	will	“keep	the	secret	intact”	and	here	he	means	both	the	small	secret	of	the	
formula,	but	also	the	larger	secret:	that	he	is	being	asked	to	dissociate	in	this	way,	and	that	he	is	not	
the	only	one.	Sebastian’s	dissociation	is	the	cost	of	doing	business,	and	probably	not	even	something	
that	he	is	aware	of	at	this	point.		
	 The	capitalist	system	that	Palahniuk	describes	is	a	very	cynical	one,	pointedly	exaggerated.	It	
is	the	sort	of	system	described	by	Mark	Fisher	in	Capitalist	Realism:	“the	widespread	sense	that	not	
only	is	capitalism	the	only	viable	political	and	economic	system,	but	also	that	it	is	now	impossible	
even	to	imagine	a	coherent	alternative	to	it”	(2).	Fisher’s	work,	itself	polemical,	goes	on	to	describe	
capitalist	realism	as	“a	pervasive	atmosphere,	conditioning	not	only	the	production	of	culture	but	also	
the	regulation	of	work	and	education,	and	acting	as	a	kind	of	invisible	barrier	constraining	thought	
and	action”	(16).	Whether	or	not	one	believes	that	this	is	a	description	of	all	capitalist	systems,	this	
clearly	describes	the	system	Sebastian	finds	himself	trapped	in	and	highlights	the	sense	to	which	his	
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behaviour	under	this	system	is	inevitable.	It	is	a	self-perpetuating	system	designed	to	keep	everyone	
in	place,	whilst	ignoring	the	human	cost	of	doing	business	and	the	effects	that	this	system	has	on	the	
mental	health	of	its	workers.	Indeed,	Fisher	describes	poor	mental	health	as	an	ever-increasing	side	
effect	of	capitalist	realism,	arguing	that	this	suggests	“that	instead	of	being	the	only	social	system	that	
works,	capitalism	is	inherently	dysfunctional,	and	that	the	cost	of	it	appearing	to	work	is	very	high”	
(19).	Once	again,	this	is	evident	in	the	novel,	where	men	of	all	professions	join	first	Fight	Club	and	
then	Project	Mayhem,	seeking	a	form	of	escape	from	their	lives	under	capitalism.	While	these	men	
may	not	be	mentally	ill	in	the	sense	that	they	have	a	particular	mental	health	condition,	they	are	
seeking	an	escape	from	the	capitalist	system	they	find	themselves	trapped	in	and	a	means	of	
expressing	themselves	in	ways	that	system	prevents	them	from	doing	so.	Of	course,	Fight	Club	and	
Project	Mayhem	are	both	created	by	Sebastian’s	alter	personality,	and	Sebastian	clearly	does	have	a	
mental	health	condition,	so	perhaps	the	point	stands.		
	 The	system	Fisher	describes	is	based	upon	Fredric	Jameson’s	understanding	of	late	capitalism,	
and	so	the	workers’	mental	health	is	ignored	and	instead	emphasis	is	placed	on	“a	reductive,	hedonic	
model	of	health	which	is	all	about	‘feeling	and	looking	good’”	(Fisher:	73).	We	see	this	belief	echoed	
in	the	novel.	Soon	after	creating	Fight	Club,	Sebastian	discusses	reasons	why	men	go	to	gyms:	“as	if	
being	a	man	means	looking	the	way	a	sculptor	or	art	director	says”	(Palahniuk:	50).	In	the	film	
adaptation,	this	idea	is	emphasised	when	Durden	and	Sebastian	sneer	at	a	Calvin	Klein	advert	on	a	
bus,	and	Durden	asks	“Is	that	what	a	man	looks	like?”35	In	this	system,	their	worth	as	men	is	defined	
by	how	they	look	and	whether	they	measure	up	to	a	fictional	ideal	supported	by	underwear	models	
and	the	consumer	capitalist	system	that	encourages	its	members	to	buy,	for	example,	Calvin	Klein	
																																								 																				
35	This	is	of	course	somewhat	problematised	by	the	film’s	choice	to	cast	Brad	Pitt	in	the	role	of	Durden.	Pitt	has	
built	a	career	upon	playing	the	leading	man	in	a	number	of	films	and	is	often	seen	as	a	sex	symbol.	We	can	turn	
Durden’s	question	over	to	Pitt,	then,	and	ask	is	he	what	a	man	looks	like?	It	is	difficult	to	reconcile	Durden’s	
question	with	Pitt’s	image.	
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underwear.	Here,	designer	underwear	becomes	an	aspirational	item,	one	that	you	not	only	have	to	
work	to	afford,	but	also	to	look	good	in.	Later	in	the	novel,	this	suggestion	of	what	makes	a	‘real	man’,	
if	such	a	term	can	be	said	to	exist,	is	sharply	contrasted	with	the	men	who	attend	Remaining	Men	
Together,	a	support	group	for	men	with	testicular	cancer.	In	the	support	meetings,	the	members	are	
able	to	be	openly	emotional,	even	crying	together,	free	of	the	judgement	associated	with	breaking	
the	gender	norm	which	suggests	men	do	not	cry.	Here,	the	men	have	non-typical	bodies—many	of	
them	have	had	to	have	their	testicles	removed	during	treatment,	for	example—and	do	not	fit	with	
the	ideal	offered	by	the	Calvin	Klein	advert	or	other	consumer	capitalist	expressions	of	
heteronormative	gender	norms.	Indeed,	Bob,	who	now	has	breasts	as	a	result	of	hormone	therapy	
after	having	his	testicles	removed,	describes	how	he	was	a	bodybuilder	and	it	was	steroid	abuse—
chemical	‘help’	to	achieve	the	‘perfect’	male	body—that	lead	to	his	having	cancer	(Palahniuk:	21-22).	I	
will	return	to	the	importance	of	the	support	group	in	more	detail	later.	
	 It	is	clear	that	the	sort	of	capitalism	Palahniuk	describes	has	very	real	effects	on	workers’	
mental	health,	and	we	see	this	in	the	early	chapters	which	describe	Sebastian’s	and	Durden’s	jobs.	
The	extent	to	which	Sebastian	has	to	dissociate	from	his	work	in	order	to	complete	it	is	emphasised	
throughout	the	chapter	as	his	job	description	is	intercut	with	an	explanation	of	Durden’s	work	as	a	
movie	projectionist:	
Stand	there	between	the	two	projectors	with	a	lever	in	each	hand,	and	watch	the	
corner	of	the	screen.	The	second	dot	flashes.	Count	to	five.	Switch	one	shutter	closed.	
At	the	same	time,	open	the	other	shutter.		
Changeover.		
The	movie	goes	on.		
Nobody	in	the	audience	has	any	idea.		
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The	alarm	is	on	the	feed	reel	so	the	movie	projectionist	can	nap.	A	movie	
projectionist	does	a	lot	he’s	not	supposed	to.	(28)	 
This	is,	of	course,	a	hint	at	the	fact	that	Sebastian	and	Durden	are	the	same	person	even	though	
“nobody	in	the	audience	has	any	idea,”	but	the	continued	jumps	between	Sebastian’s	description	of	
his	job	and	Durden’s	work	highlights	the	extent	to	which	Sebastian	has	to	dissociate	in	order	to	work	
for	his	company,	as	though	he	cannot	consider	his	own	job	for	long	without	thinking	of	the	person	
who	allows	him	to	escape	it.	Indeed,	Sebastian	tells	us	“I	don’t	know	how	long	Tyler	had	been	
working	on	all	those	nights	I	couldn’t	sleep”	(27).	This	highlights	the	fact	that	he	does	not	know	when	
he	began	to	dissociate	but	that	it	has	been	happening	for	a	long	time,	perhaps	as	long	as	he	has	been	
working	for	the	car	company.	Furthermore,	Sebastian’s	insomnia	is	linked	to	his	job,	and	it	is	cured	by	
crying	at	support	groups	for	people	with	terminal	diseases.	It	is	only	when	Marla	Singer	goes	to	his	
support	groups,	faking	the	diseases	the	same	way	he	does,	that	his	insomnia	returns:	“This	should	be	
my	favorite	part,	being	held	and	crying	with	Big	Bob	without	hope.	We	all	work	so	hard	all	the	time.	
This	is	the	only	place	I	ever	really	relax	and	give	up.	This	is	my	vacation”	(18).	The	idea	that	
somewhere	that	allows	him	to	be	emotional	is	an	escape	from	his	job	is	significant,	particularly	
because	the	support	group	he	is	talking	about,	Remaining	Men	Together,	is	for	men	with	testicular	
cancer.	Sebastian	is	encouraged	to	be	an	emotionless	drone	at	work,	and,	indeed,	he	compares	
himself	to	a	‘worker	bee’,	who	simply	has	a	task	and	must	fulfil	it	for	the	good	of	the	‘queen’,	a	role	
filled	by	the	business	owners.	This	is	of	course	a	further	gendered	image,	referencing	the	fact	that	
Sebastian	feels	emasculated	under	this	system	where	he	is	forced	into	a	feminine	consumer	role	and	
expresses	himself	by	crying	at	Remaining	Men	Together.	
	 If	we	return	to	the	idea	of	Sebastian’s	formula,	it	becomes	possible	to	draw	links	between	the	
product	recall	and	the	workforce’s	mental	state.	Durden	is	the	result	of	a	capitalist	system	which	
causes	some	subjects	to	dissociate.	The	system	does	not	change	because	this	human	cost	is	ignored	
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in	the	same	way	the	human	cost	of	the	product	recall	is.	The	damage	to	the	workforce’s	mental	state	
is	perceived	to	be	‘worth	it’	by	the	people	in	charge	of	the	system.	In	the	case	of	the	decision	to	carry	
out	a	recall,	the	human	cost	is	secondary	to	the	financial	cost.	In	the	case	of	the	novel’s	
representation	of	capitalism,	the	human	cost	is	secondary	to	any	profits	the	company	might	make;	no	
one	cares	about	Sebastian’s	well-being	as	long	as	he	keeps	performing	his	job,	no	matter	what	the	job	
is	doing	to	him.	Indeed,	this	idea	is	later	grossly	parodied	by	Durden	when	he	creates	the	Paper	Street	
Soap	Company,	which	makes	soap	and	sells	it	to	expensive	department	stores.	Durden	makes	the	
soap	himself,	first	rendering	fat	that	Marla’s	mother	has	had	liposuctioned	out	of	herself	(at	Durden’s	
encouragement)	and	later	sending	members	of	Project	Mayhem	to	steal	sacks	of	human	fat	from	
liposuction	clinics:	“Our	goal	is	the	big	red	bags	of	liposuctioned	fat	we’ll	haul	back	to	Paper	Street	
and	render	and	mix	with	lye	and	rosemary	and	sell	back	to	the	very	people	who	paid	to	have	it	sucked	
out.	At	twenty	bucks	a	bar,	these	are	the	only	folks	who	can	afford	it”	(150).	The	sort	of	capitalist	
system	that	urges	people	to	buy	designer	soap	is	the	same	as	the	capitalist	system	that	encourages	its	
members	to	conform	to	beauty	norms	and	undergo	liposuction	surgery	in	the	first	place.	Here	Durden	
is	making	money	by	exploiting	people	and	using	parts	of	their	body,	capitalism	in	microcosm.		
	 The	testicular	cancer	support	group	offers	an	escape	from	this	emotionless	system	in	which	
all	workers	are	encouraged	unthinkingly	to	perform	their	jobs	without	considering	the	consequences.	
Instead,	Remaining	Men	Together	offers	an	environment	where	Sebastian	is	encouraged	to	express	
his	emotions	and	become	human	once	again.	I	argued	in	earlier	chapters	that	Sebastian	often	feels	
emasculated	by	his	job	because	it	forces	him	into	a	consumer	role	traditionally	held	by	women,	and	
so	it	is	significant	that	the	only	place	he	can	go	to	express	this	is	somewhere	where	all	of	the	men	are	
equally	‘emasculated’,	according	to	traditional	gender	norms.	That	is	to	say,	the	men	who	attend	this	
group	do	not	behave	in	the	way	that	society	expects,	and	have	non-traditional	bodies	as	a	result	of	
their	disease.	According	to	normative	binary	notions	of	gender	and	the	social	expectations	this	places	
202	
	
	
	
upon	them,	these	men	do	not	fit	in	or	conform	in	the	way	that	they	should.	Indeed,	the	first	thing	we	
learn	about	Bob	is	that	he	has	“new	sweating	tits	that	hang	enormous,	the	way	we	think	of	God’s	as	
big”	(16)	due	to	the	hormone	therapy	he	received	after	he	had	his	testicles	removed.	Surrounded	by	
men	who	feel	the	same	way	that	he	does—or,	arguably,	worse	than	he	does—Sebastian	finds	an	
escape	from	the	demands	of	his	job,	somewhere	that	they	can	“remain	men	together”	despite	what	
the	outside	world	and	the	rest	of	society	tells	them.	When	Sebastian	starts	Fight	Club	with	Durden,	he	
stops	going	to	this	support	group	because	he	has	found	a	way	to	reclaim	the	kind	of	primitive	hyper-
masculinity	that	Durden	offers	him;	the	emotional	immediacy	that	the	fights	offer	is	the	same	escape	
that	crying	in	support	groups	offers,	except	Fight	Club	lets	him	reclaim	his	masculinity,	whereas	the	
support	group	is	a	place	where	his	emasculation	is	no	longer	unusual.36		
	 This	hyper	masculinity	is	something	tightly	linked	to	Durden’s	appeal,	and	we	even	see	this	in	
his	jobs.	Sebastian’s	occupation	is	sharply	contrasted	with	Durden’s	low	paid,	part-time	employment	
that	frequently	operates	outside	usual	office	hours:	“Tyler	worked	part-time	as	a	movie	projectionist.	
Because	of	his	nature,	Tyler	could	only	work	night	jobs”	(25).	Durden	can	only	work	night	jobs,	of	
course,	because	that	is	the	time	that	he	is	in	control	of	the	body	while	Sebastian	is	sleeping,	but	the	
reader	does	not	know	this	yet.	Instead,	it	seems	one	more	difference	between	them,	particularly	as	
Sebastian	goes	on	to	say	that	“some	people	are	night	people.	Some	people	are	day	people.	I	could	
only	work	a	day	job”	(25).	We	are	also	told	that	Durden	works	as	a	banquet	waiter	at	a	hotel,	which	is	
also	implied	to	be	part-time.	Immediately,	then,	we	see	the	differences	between	them,	differences	
highlighted	by	the	chapter’s	jumps	between	descriptions	of	the	two.		
	 Sebastian’s	job	is	a	white-collar	office	job,	and	we	assume	that	he	is	quite	well-off	financially	
																																								 																				
36	It	worth	mentioning	here	that	one	of	the	ways	Durden	stops	the	police	from	raiding	the	bars	where	Fight	
Clubs	are	held	is	by	threatening	to	castrate	people	in	positions	of	power,	notably	the	police	commissioner:	
“’How	far	do	you	think	you’ll	get	in	politics	if	the	voters	know	you	have	no	nuts’”	(165).	This	is	obviously	a	threat	
to	normative	masculinity,	and	positions	castration	as	one	of	the	worst	things	that	could	happen	to	a	man.	At	the	
end	of	the	novel,	the	space	monkeys	almost	castrate	Sebastian	while	he’s	trying	to	shut	down	Project	Mayhem	
before	he	manages	to	escape.	
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due	to	the	descriptions	of	his	apartment	and	possessions,	though	he	does	make	reference	on	a	
number	of	occasions	to	being	overdrawn	at	the	bank	(this	is	actually	as	a	result	of	Durden	spending	
his	money	without	his	knowledge).	In	contrast	to	this,	Durden	works	multiple	part-time	jobs,	one	as	a	
waiter	and	the	other	as	a	movie	projectionist,	which,	though	it	requires	skill	and	training,	is	also	low-
waged.	Neither	is	what	could	be	called	a	career,	whereas	we	might	use	that	word	to	describe	
Sebastian’s	job.	This	difference	is	important	because	it	highlights	the	‘freedom’	that	Durden	
represents	to	Sebastian	and	makes	him	more	desirable	because	he	is	not	trapped	within	a	dull	office	
job	in	the	same	way	Sebastian	is.	Durden’s	jobs	allow	him	to	break	free	of	the	confines	of	the	
traditional	workplace,	and	this	is	reflected	in	the	opportunities	he	finds	within	these	jobs	to	break	the	
rules	and	fight	back	against	his	employers.	Such	opportunities	seem	unavailable	to	Sebastian	at	the	
start	of	the	novel	but	he	finds	them	with	Durden’s	guidance,	a	fact	which	is	neatly	summed	up	by	the	
chapter	in	which	both	characters	blackmail	their	bosses	into	continuing	to	pay	their	wages	in	
exchange	for	their	silence	over		workplace	transgressions:	Durden	splices	single	frames	of	
pornography	into	the	reels	of	film	at	the	movie	theatre	and	Sebastian	taints	food	that	he	served	to	
people	at	the	hotel.37	
	 If	Sebastian’s	job	represents	conformity	to	a	capitalist	system,	then	Durden’s	represents	the	
ability	to	fight	that	system	from	within.	Indeed,	Durden	ignores	the	rules	that	govern	his	behaviour,	
whereas	Sebastian	is	bound	by	them.	Durden	believes	that	it	is	he	who	has	the	power,	because	he	
has	nothing	to	lose	and	his	employers	have	everything.	While	Sebastian’s	conformity	to	the	demands	
of	his	job	is	tied	to	his	desire	to	purchase	expensive	designer	furniture,	Durden	owns	almost	no	
possessions	and	has	no	desire	simply	to	become	another	‘cog	in	the	machine’.	For	Sebastian,	Durden	
																																								 																				
37	In	the	novel,	Durden	quits	his	movie	projectionist	job,	and	then	sends	Sebastian	to	quit	the	banquet	waiter	
job	Durden	got	for	him	(112-117).	The	movie	version	changes	this	to	Sebastian	quitting	his	office	job,	but	this	
does	not	happen	in	the	novel,	as	one	of	Durden’s	final	acts	is	to	blow	up	Sebastian’s	office	building	and	kill	his	
boss.	(185).	
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represents	freedom	from	the	system	that	traps	him,	and	indeed,	Durden	himself	believes	that	he	is	
working	towards	a	utopian	future	that	will	arise	after	the	fall	of	civilisation	brought	about	by	Project	
Mayhem.	Sebastian’s	conformity	to	this	system	and	the	social	norms	that	it	creates	are	seen	as	the	
largest	problem;	it	is	this	conformity	to	consumerism	that	emasculates	him	and	leaves	him	as	one	
part	of	a	machine	exactly	the	same	as	all	the	others,	working	because	he	is	told	to	and	not	because	he	
wants	to.	Durden	believes	that	if	he	brings	down	this	system,	something	better	can	be	built	in	its	
place,	and	this	is	his	ultimate	goal.	Indeed,	this	problem	of	normative	behaviour	is	one	that	Durden	
specifically	mentions	during	the	frequent	speeches	to	Sebastian	in	which	he	explains	his	philosophy:	
“Our	culture	has	made	us	all	the	same.	No	one	is	truly	white	or	black	or	rich,	anymore.	We	all	want	
the	same”	(134.)	It	is	this	sameness	and	loss	of	individuality—the	mass	of	office	drones	who	cannot	
think	for	themselves	but	just	do	as	they	are	told,	like	Sebastian—that	are	seen	as	the	problem.	
Unfortunately,	Durden’s	attempts	to	enact	his	utopian	solution	to	break	away	from	these	norms	
ultimately	end	up	creating	a	new	system	of	control	and	conformity.		
	 Durden’s	‘space	monkeys’,	as	he	calls	them,	are	recruited	from	Fight	Clubs	and	inducted	into	
Project	Mayhem,	where	they	all	wear	the	same	uniform	of	black	shirts,	trousers	and	shoes,	and	own	
nothing	but	their	clothes,	a	mattress,	a	towel,	and	a	plastic	bowl	to	eat	out	of,	and	even	go	as	far	as	to	
burn	their	fingerprints	off	with	lye,	thus	completely	erasing	their	individuality.38	Durden	organises	
these	people	into	teams,	all	with	small,	specific	tasks,	so	that	they	become	components	in	a	larger	
system,	and	gives	them	no	idea	of	the	overall	goals	of	their	work:	“You	do	the	little	job	you’re	trained	
to	do.	Pull	a	lever.	Push	a	button.	You	don’t	understand	any	of	it	and	then	you	just	die”	(12).	The	
space	monkeys	are	trained	to	not	ask	questions	and	simply	follow	orders,	in	what	becomes	an	
extreme	version	of	the	capitalist	system	Sebastian	sought	to	escape	at	the	start	of	the	novel.	Though	
the	space	monkeys	are	not	performing	these	jobs	in	exchange	for	money,	they	are	taught	blindly	to	
																																								 																				
38	List	of	equipment:	127-128.	Marla	says	the	space	monkeys	are	burning	their	fingerprints	off:	157.	
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conform	to	this	new	system	instead	of	the	old	one.	Durden’s	Project	Mayhem	seeks	to	make	
everyone	the	same	and	erase	individuality	more	obviously	than	the	social	norms	that	operate	in	
Sebastian’s	capitalist	society,	with	the	space	monkeys	literally	becoming	interchangeable,	as	
evidenced	by	Sebastian’s	continued	labelling	of	them	as	‘space	monkeys.’		
	 Earlier	I	discussed	the	idea	of	sameness	in	a	utopia,	with	the	idea	that	this	sameness,	though	
desired,	was	often	where	a	utopia	became	a	dystopia	because	people	became	dissatisfied	with	their	
loss	of	choice	and	individuality	and	sought	to	fight	back.	Sebastian	at	the	beginning	of	the	novel	is	a	
good	example	of	this:	he	feels	pressure	to	conform	to	a	certain	role	in	a	capitalist	system	and	this	
conformity	leads	to	him	becoming	dissatisfied	to	the	extent	that	he	dissociates	and	creates	a	violent	
alter	personality	who	seeks	to	destroy	that	very	system.	However,	Fight	Club	demonstrates	that	the	
system	Durden	creates	is	no	better	than	the	one	he	has	replaced:	Durden’s	utopia	quickly	becomes	a	
dystopia	to	Sebastian,	and	he	must	find	a	way	to	escape	this	new	system	as	well.	Project	Mayhem	has	
become	self-perpetuating	at	this	point,	because	the	space	monkeys	all	have	small	jobs	that	enable	
Project	Mayhem	to	continue	and	grow	despite	Durden’s	‘disappearance’	towards	the	end	of	the	
novel,	and	Sebastian	struggles	to	escape	from	this	new	system	of	norms	in	the	same	way	that	he	
struggled	to	escape	from	the	norms	of	capitalism	before	Durden	appeared.	We	may	more	properly	
describe	the	text	as	a	critical	dystopia	then	because	it	draws	attention	to	the	problems	of	tightly	
conforming	to	systems	of	control	and	the	norms	within	them,	whatever	those	systems	might	be.		
	 Indeed,	by	trying	to	enact	a	utopia,	the	system	often	fails	as	it	quickly	becomes	untenable	and	
creates	new	problems	to	be	solved.	In	the	case	of	Fight	Club,	Sebastian	is	dissatisfied	with	his	life	
under	the	old	system	and	dreams	of	some	way	to	escape.	Durden	appears	with	his	new	system,	but	
this	one	has	many	of	the	same	problems	as	the	old	one,	notably	the	problem	with	conformity	and	
control,	and	this	system	fails	in	its	turn.	It	is	important	to	note	here	that	it	is	not	just	a	matter	of	
capitalism	versus	the	anarchy	offered	by	Project	Mayhem	and	the	new	system	that	will	arise	once	
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capitalism	has	been	done	away	with,	but	also	the	difference	between	Sebastian’s	‘failed’	(by	
normative	standards)	masculinity	and	Durden’s	hyper-masculinity	that	the	members	of	Fight	Club	
mimic.	In	the	same	way	that	Project	Mayhem	is	created	to	be	a	‘utopian’	solution	to	the	problems	
offered	by	capitalism,	Durden’s	hyper-masculinity	is	also	‘utopian’:	society’s	ideal	version	of	
masculinity,	as	demonstrated	by	the	Calvin	Klein	advert	in	the	film	adaptation.	It	is	one	Sebastian	
should	aspire	towards	as	a	way	of	escaping	his	emasculation.	Yet	in	the	same	way	that	Project	
Mayhem	demands	further	conformity	from	its	members,	so	too	does	Durden’s	gendered	ideal,	
ultimately	replacing	one	system	of	control	and	conformity	for	another.	In	many	ways,	it	is	the	strain	
created	by	trying	to	conform	to	a	socially	constructed	masculine	ideal	that	leads	Sebastian	to	
dissociate	and	create	Durden,	who	is	able	to	meet	those	ideals	and	offer	Sebastian	a	way	to	meet	
them	as	well.	It	is	through	the	hyper-masculine	performance	of	the	fights	at	Fight	Club	that	a	man’s	
body	is	admired.	The	rules	state	that	participants	must	not	wear	shirts	in	order	to	show	off	the	
muscles	and	scars	they	have	gained	through	Fight	Club.	Masculine	strength	is	glorified;	their	bodies	
are	the	only	tool	permitted	to	be	used	as	they	attack	each	other.	This	links	to	Durden’s	desire	to	
reclaim	a	kind	of	pre-civilisation	masculinity,	one	where	man	is	a	hunter-gatherer	and	provides	for	
himself	by	using	the	skill	of	his	hands.	Of	course,	as	I	argued	in	Chapter	5,	this	is	just	as	much	a	false	
ideal	or	romanticised	myth	as	that	offered	by	the	Calvin	Klein	advert	discussed	earlier:	it	is	one	that	
ultimately	does	not	exist.	The	novel	points	out	the	problem	of	normative	behaviour	in	a	number	of	
different	systems,	and	highlights	the	strain	placed	on	those	who	have	to	conform	to	problematic	
ideals.	The	novel	also	warns	against	trying	to	overthrow	the	current	system	or	produce	a	solution	to	
these	systems	that	would	create	a	new	‘utopia’,	as	this	is	also	likely	to	fail	and	create	more	problems.	
Fight	Club	can	quite	clearly	be	described	as	a	critical	dystopia,	then,	though	one	that	purposefully	
does	not	suspend	enacting	the	utopian	solution	to	the	problems	it	sets	out.	In	the	novel,	Durden’s	
solution	ultimately	fails	too,	further	highlighting	the	problems	with	systems	of	control	and	the	norms	
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found	within	them.	The	failure	of	Project	Mayhem	enables	the	reader	to	see	that	these	systems	of	
control	should	be	critically	engaged	with	in	the	way	that	critical	dystopias	suggest.39		
	 Fight	Club	is	not	the	only	text	to	highlight	problems	with	sameness	and	conformity.	I	now	turn	
my	attention	to	Dollhouse,	which	includes	many	links	to	the	issues	raised	by	my	reading	of	Fight	Club.	
In	the	Season	1	episode	“Needs”,	Dollhouse	explores	the	Dolls’	subconscious	desires	that	are	
overpowering	the	blank	doll	state	and	causing	the	Dolls’	programming	to	fail,	leading	to	them	ruining	
missions.	The	characters	live	in	the	Dollhouse	when	they	are	in	their	blank	doll	states,	and	have	all	of	
their	needs	taken	care	of	by	the	Dollhouse	staff.	The	staff	aim	to	keep	the	Dolls	in	peak	physical	
condition	so	that	they	are	ready	for	whatever	mission	may	be	demanded	of	them	by	clients,	from	
fulfilling	sexual	fantasies	to	aiding	law	enforcement	agencies	with	specific	cases	that	demand	special	
skills.	Everything	the	Dollhouse	does	is	designed	to	protect	their	investment	in	the	Dolls	and	the	
technology	they	have	been	implanted	with,	leading	Joshua	Clover	to	comment	that	the	Dolls	
represent	“the	ideal	workers	for	the	era	in	which	the	prostitute	is	not	an	exception,	but	metaphoric	
representative	of	the	labor	force”	(6),	Indeed,	we	can	see	similarities	here	with	the	workforce	
represented	by	Sebastian	in	Fight	Club	and	the	workforce	that	Fisher	describes	in	Capitalist	Realism:	
the	emphasis	is	placed	on	physical	health	while	mental	health	is	ignored.	In	Dollhouse,	the	Dolls’	
personalities,	their	ability	to	think	and	feel	emotion,	is	technologically	erased,	suggesting	that	this	has	
no	place	in	the	economy	of	the	Dollhouse.	Once	again,	the	‘worker’s’	mental	health	suffers,	as	the	
Dolls’	suppressed	emotions	start	to	overpower	their	programming,	causing	them	to	remember	things	
and	show	signs	of	developmental	progress.	The	staff	of	the	Dollhouse	put	into	place	a	plan	that	would	
																																								 																				
39	It	is	perhaps	significant	here	that	the	film	adaptation	changed	the	ending	to	feel	more	hopeful	in	the	way	that	
Baccolini	and	Moylan	identify	in	their	work.	In	the	film,	Sebastian	and	Marla	are	reunited	in	a	high	rise	office	
building,	Durden	defeated,	as	they	hold	hands	and	watch	the	offices	around	them	explode.	This	is	a	true	
suspension	of	the	ending:	here	Durden’s	plan	to	blow	up	the	symbols	of	capitalism	(high	rise	office	buildings)	
works,	but	we	never	see	what	result	this	has	in	the	wider	world.	Sebastian	and	Marla’s	romantic	reunion	is	also	
hopeful	in	a	way	generically	familiar	to	viewers:	the	hero	(Sebastian)	defeats	the	villain	(Durden)	and	gets	the	
girl	(Marla.)	Without	the	final	chapter	featuring	Sebastian	in	the	mental	health	facility,	the	film	achieves	a	sense	
of	closure	not	evident	in	the	novel,	but	it	too	features	an	open	ending	that	enables	the	audience	to	find	
different	meanings	in	the	film’s	ending.	
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give	certain	priority	cases	back	their	original	personalities	and	allow	them	to	work	through—to	return	
to	Freud’s	original	definition	of	trauma—the	issues	plaguing	their	subconscious.	The	four	chosen	
Dolls—Echo,	Sierra,	Victor	and	November—are	implanted	with	their	original	personalities—Caroline,	
Priya,	Tony	and	Madeline—without	their	knowledge,	and	wake	up	in	their	sleeping	pods	in	the	
Dollhouse	with	no	memories	of	what	has	happened	to	them.	The	fact	that	they	awaken	with	their	
personalities	restored,	thus	regaining	their	individuality	from	the	system	that	urges	them	to	conform,	
is	obviously	a	well-used	trope	within	science-fiction	and	particularly	within	futuristic	sci-fi	dystopias.	It	
is	those	people	who	have	been	awakened	to	the	problems	in	the	system	that	are	able	to	escape	from	
it,	while	those	who	remain	asleep	are	blind	to	the	system	that	traps	them.40	(There	is	also	a	
metaphorical	link	here	to	Sebastian’s	insomnia	in	Fight	Club:	Sebastian	can’t	sleep	because	he	can	see	
the	problems	with	the	system,	but	he	has	no	way	of	fixing	it	until	he	dissociates	and	Durden	takes	
over.)	In	this	case,	the	Dolls’	awakening	is	fake—the	staff	of	the	Dollhouse	engineer	it.	Indeed,	this	
inversion	of	the	trope	is	mirrored	in	the	scenes	in	which	the	Dolls	return	from	missions	and	are	
returned	to	their	blank	doll	state,	signalled	by	a	scripted	call	and	response	exercise	with	the	
technician	responsible	for	wiping	their	personalities:	“’Did	I	fall	asleep?’	‘For	a	little	while.’”	In	this	
case,	the	dolls	are	‘asleep’	when	they	are	implanted	with	personalities	and	go	out	to	perform	their	
missions,	and	‘awake’	when	they	return,	devoid	of	personality,	to	the	house.	The	audience	witnesses	
this	scene	over	and	over	again	in	almost	every	episode,	and	this	serves	to	highlight	the	levels	of	
																																								 																				
40	This	same	metaphor	is	employed	in	The	Matrix	(1999),	for	example,	when	Neo	literally	awakens	in	the	real	
world	after	being	unplugged	from	the	Matrix.	There	are	many	other	similarities	between	the	two:	Echo,	like	
Neo,	is	the	chosen	one	born	with	the	ability	to	subvert	the	system	and	save	those	within	it,	and	like	Neo	she	is	
technologically	implanted	with	the	skills	that	allow	her	to	do	so.	Even	the	imprinting	method—in	both	cases	a	
chair	like	device	that	the	person	sits	in—are	similar,	though	the	dolls	do	not	need	to	be	plugged	in	via	a	port	on	
the	back	of	their	necks	in	the	same	way	that	Neo	is	as	the	Dollhouse’s	technology	works	wirelessly.	Obviously,	
then,	this	is	a	well-used	trope	within	science	fiction.	In	recent	years,	‘stay	woke’	has	also	come	to	be	used	
amongst	the	African-American	community	(and	particularly	among	activists	and	those	involved	in	the	Black	
Lives	Matter	movement)	to	remind	each	other	of	the	need	to	stay	aware	of	institutional	barriers	and	racism	
African-Americans	face	on	a	daily	basis,	despite	what	white	America	might	deny.	(See:	
http://www.staywoke.org/)	
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control	evident	in	the	Dollhouse.	When	we	awaken	from	one	system,	there	is	another	there	already	
controlling	us.	This	is	confirmed	in	the	very	last	scene	of	the	series,	when	Echo,	having	saved	the	
world	from	dystopian	sameness,	returns	to	the	Dollhouse	and	goes	to	sleep	in	one	of	the	Dollhouse’s	
sleeping	pods,	suggesting	that	while	she	may	have	saved	the	world	from	one	system	of	control,	there	
will	be	another	to	take	its	place.	Indeed,	the	way	this	final	scene	of	the	series	is	filmed	reinforces	this	
idea.	When	she	jumps	down	into	the	sleeping	pod	(a	recess	built	into	the	floor),	the	camera	shoots	
her	from	above	and	remains	here	as	it	pans	back.	Echo	becomes	a	tiny	figure	in	the	shot,	looked	
down	on	in	the	same	way	that	the	Dolls	in	the	Dollhouse	always	are:	the	house	is	full	of	security	
cameras	fixed	to	the	ceilings	from	which	the	Dollhouse	staff	can	look	down	on	and	monitor	their	
charges.	The	camera’s	gaze	becomes	authoritarian	here:	mirroring	the	security	cameras	and	
suggesting	that	the	subject	of	the	gaze	is	in	a	position	of	submission.		
	 To	return	to	the	episode	at	hand,	“Needs”,	the	four	characters	that	have	awakened	from	
their	blank	doll	states	immediately	seek	to	escape	from	the	Dollhouse,	trying	to	blend	in	among	the	
other	Dolls	and	pretend	that	they	are	all	the	same.	Indeed,	the	one	other	member	of	their	sleeping	
chamber,	Mike,	who	does	not	manage	to	conform	and	act	the	same	way	as	everyone	else,	is	taken	
away	and	wiped	again,	to	show	the	remaining	awakened	Dolls	just	how	serious	the	situation	is.	(It	is	
suggested	in	the	episode	that	this	is	a	deliberate	move	by	the	staff	in	charge	of	the	Dollhouse,	
because	the	awakened	dolls’	“freedom	must	be	earned”	and	they	need	“obstacles”	to	fight	against;	
wiping	Mike’s	personality	raises	the	stakes	for	the	awakened	Dolls.	Once	free,	each	awakened	Doll	
immediately	acts	to	find	a	solution	to	the	issue	that	has	been	bothering	them:	Madeline	goes	to	find	
her	child’s	grave,	Priya,	with	Tony’s	help,	confronts	the	man	who	put	her	in	the	Dollhouse	(Tony’s	
‘need’	is	that	he’s	in	love	with	Priya	and	wants	to	help	her),	and	Caroline	tries	to	free	the	rest	of	the	
Dolls	from	imprisonment	within	the	Dollhouse.	Once	they	escape	and	start	to	separate,	Priya	quickly	
emphasises	what	is	at	stake	for	them	over	Tony’s	protestations—“That’s	why	we	left,	we	decide	for	
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ourselves	now”—and	Tony	quickly	gives	in,	recognising	that	free	will	and	their	ability	to	control	
themselves	now	they	have	escaped	the	oppressive	environment	of	the	Dollhouse	is	paramount.	With	
that	knowledge,	Caroline	breaks	back	into	the	Dollhouse	and	seeks	to	lead	everyone	to	freedom,	
stealing	weapons	and	holding	some	of	the	staff	hostage	until	they	agree	to	let	everyone	go.	This	
foreshadows	Caroline’s	ability	to	retain	the	personalities	and	skill	sets	with	which	she	is	implanted,	as	
well	as	her	future	position	as	the	leader	of	the	group	fighting	to	reclaim	the	world	when	the	
technology	takes	over	at	the	end	of	the	series.	In	the	very	last	episode,	“Epitaph	Two:	Return”,	
Caroline	leads	the	group	that	returns	to	the	Dollhouse	and	sets	off	the	device	to	reset	everyone	to	
their	original	personalities,	thus	‘saving’	everyone,	though	she	herself	remains	‘uncured’	with	Tony	
and	Priya	in	the	ruins	of	the	Dollhouse.	Indeed,	just	before	they	manage	to	return	the	world	to	
‘normal’,	Adelle	DeWitt,	the	former	manager	of	the	Dollhouse,	tells	Echo/Caroline	that	it	is	“funny	
that	the	last	fantasy	the	Dollhouse	should	fulfil	would	be	yours”	and	this	makes	it	clear	that	Caroline’s	
primary	motivation	throughout	the	series	has	been	to	fight	back	against	the	‘utopian’	system	that	has	
kept	her	trapped.	
	 It	makes	sense	that	it	is	Echo/Caroline	who	is	capable	of	saving	the	world,	as	she	is	the	only	
Doll	able	to	retain	the	personalities	with	which	she	is	implanted	due	to	a	quirk	of	biology.	This	is	
emphasised	even	more	in	“Epitaph	Two:	Return”	when	Kilo	explains	that	her	small	group	of	‘tech	
heads’,	led	by	Tony,	are	still	able	to	implant	themselves	with	skills	as	long	as	they	take	something	out	
first	“if	they	wanna	stay	sane.”	Echo/Caroline,	then,	is	the	true	individual	at	a	biological	level	as	she	is	
the	only	one	with	the	ability	to	accept	and	store	multiple	personalities.	She	is,	ironically,	the	truest	
individual	because	of	this	multiplicity,	as	it	is	the	skills	of	all	the	personalities	she	retains	that	allow	
her	to	fight	back	against	the	system.	Indeed,	in	the	future	dystopia	shown	in	the	last	episode	of	
Season	1	(“Epitaph	One”)	and	the	last	episode	of	Season	2	(“Epitaph	Two:	Return”),	the	technology	
that	allows	people	to	be	wiped	of	their	personalities	has	‘escaped’	from	the	Dollhouse	and	covered	
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the	world,	with	the	vast	majority	of	the	world’s	population	reduced	to	‘dumbshows’,	people	in	the	
blank	doll	state,	or	‘butchers’,	people	originally	implanted	with	soldier	skills	who	are	now	equally	
blank	but	still	violent.	Neither	of	these	have	personalities,	and	are	referred	to	interchangeably	by	the	
few	‘actuals’	(people	who	still	have	personalities)	left.	The	butchers	and	dumbshows	act	in	opposition	
to	the	actuals,	who	are	fighting	back	and	seeking	to	return	everyone	to	the	way	they	were.		
	 We	can	compare	Dollhouse’s	dystopian	future	with	Fight	Club’s	Project	Mayhem,	as	both	
indicate	the	dangers	of	a	‘utopia’	going	too	far	and	becoming	a	dystopia	when	new,	or	indeed	old,	
problems	(re)surface.	In	Project	Mayhem,	the	space	monkeys	lose	even	more	individuality	than	the	
workers	under	capitalism,	becoming	simple	cogs	in	the	machine	to	a	much	greater	extent,	trained	
blindly	to	accept	orders	and	not	ask	questions.	In	Dollhouse,	the	small	‘utopia’	of	the	Dollhouse—
everyone	is	the	same,	protected	and	well	cared	for—breaks	down	when	it	is	put	into	the	world;	the	
technology	is	used	for	personal	gains	and	against	people’s	wishes,	reducing	them	to	mindless	killing	
machines	or	wiping	all	traces	of	personality,	identity,	and	desire	away.	In	the	episode	“Needs”,	when	
the	Dolls	awaken	and	examine	the	Dollhouse	for	the	first	time,	Madeline	suggests	that	“maybe	
something	bad	happened	to	us	and	they’re	helping	us	heal”	and	is	immediately	ignored	by	the	other	
members	of	her	group,	and	yet	this	is	what	the	Dollhouse	is	doing	for	some	of	its	dolls,	notably	
Madeline,	who	cannot	deal	with	the	death	of	her	child,	and	Tony,	who	suffers	from	PTSD	as	a	result	
of	service	in	Iraq	and	Afghanistan.	Tony	and	Madeline	agreed	to	work	for	the	Dollhouse	for	a	fixed	
period	of	time,	during	which	their	subconscious	minds	would	be	able	to	work	through	their	trauma,	
after	which	the	Dollhouse	promises	to	return	them	to	their	original	personalities.	Indeed,	there	is,	to	
some	extent,	a	utopian	impulse	at	work	in	the	Dollhouse,	though	the	way	in	which	it	tries	to	‘help’	
these	characters	is	morally	questionable.	It	is	never	explicitly	stated	if	the	Dollhouse	tells	its	Dolls	
what	kind	of	‘missions’	their	bodies	will	be	used	for;	a	lot	of	the	missions	are	sexual	in	nature,	raising	
issues	of	consent,	as	well	as	sexual	health	and	safety.	Once	the	technology	escapes	into	the	wider	
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world	this	utopian	impulse	disappears,	and	the	world	becomes	a	dystopia	that	the	main	characters	
must	fight	against	in	order	to	restore	the	world	to	its	previous	state.	The	characters	who	are	capable	
of	fighting	this	system	are	the	ones	who	retain	their	individuality,	and	so	once	again	difference,	rather	
than	sameness,	is	celebrated	and	championed	in	the	text.		
	 I	have	included	Dollhouse	in	this	thesis	because	I	have	argued	that	it	can	be	allegorically	read	
as	a	DID	text,	despite	the	text	not	mentioning	the	disorder	or	claiming	such	a	status	for	itself.	
Ultimately,	the	reason	that	I	have	done	so	is	because	it	is	Echo’s	innate	biological	tendency	towards	
multiplicity	that	allows	her	to	fight	back	so	effectively	against	this	system.	Indeed,	the	issues	that	I	
have	explored	within	this	chapter	neatly	line	up	with	those	of	other	DID	texts.	Both	Fight	Club	and	
Dollhouse	explore	the	problems	with	systems	of	control,	normativity	and	sameness	and	what	
happens	when	you	try	to	enact	a	utopian	solution	in	a	real-world	setting.	In	both	of	these	texts,	
multiplicity,	or	the	ability	to	retain	one’s	individuality,	to	be	different,	is	what	enables	the	main	
characters	to	fight	back	against	the	systems	of	control	that	they	find	themselves	within.	It	is	therefore	
possible	to	classify	these	texts	as	critical	dystopias	because	they	both	warn	of	the	problem	of	
normative	behaviour,	and	how	eliminating	difference	is	problematic	and	leads	to	dystopian	futures.	
The	texts	both	stop	short	of	showing	the	reader	exactly	how	these	problems	can	be	reversed,	
however—at	the	end	of	Fight	Club	Sebastian	is	unsure	if	Durden	is	truly	gone	and	believes	that	
Project	Mayhem	may	continue	without	him	(it	is	later	shown	to	in	Fight	Club	2);	in	Dollhouse	
everyone	is	reverted	back	to	their	original	personalities	but	we	do	not	see	how	or	if	the	world	can	be	
put	right	again.	These	open	endings	are	another	mark	of	the	critical	dystopia.	I	argued	in	Chapter	4	
that	open	endings	and	resistance	to	narrative	closure	are	often	a	feature	of	DID	texts	and	I	return	to	
this	idea	now.	My	other	primary	texts	do	not	engage	in	a	utopia/dystopia	narrative	in	such	a	clear	
way	as	Fight	Club	and	Dollhouse	do,	but	they	do,	nevertheless,	feature	open	endings	and	utopian	
impulses	which	allow	them	to	be	read	in	the	same	way.	By	more	subtly	referencing	utopianism	within	
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their	narratives,	these	texts	offer	a	clear	example	what	Baccolini	and	Moylan	mean	when	they	discuss	
critical	dystopias.	
	 In	earlier	chapters,	I	discussed	the	significance	of	Andrew’s	choice	not	to	seek	a	‘cure’	for	his	
multiplicity	in	Set	This	House	In	Order,	and	how	this	resistance	to	narrative	closure	and	reliance	on	an	
open	ending	reflected	Andrew’s	multiplicity	and	the	novel’s	celebration	of	resistance	to	social	norms.	
While	Andrew’s	ability	to	reject	social	norms,	and	particularly	gender	norms,	is	not	wholly	reliant	on	
his	multiplicity—there	is	enough	evidence	in	the	novel	to	suggest	that	Andy	Gage	was	already,	or	
would	grow	up	to	be,	trans	even	if	he	was	not	multiple—the	fact	that	he	is	multiple	is	the	main	thing	
that	keeps	him	from	being	normal	in	the	eyes	of	mainstream	society	(because,	from	what	we	are	told,	
he	passes	quite	successfully	for	a	male-bodied	person).	Indeed,	during	the	section	of	the	novel	in	
which	Andrew	recounts	Aaron’s	struggle	with	the	psychiatric	treatment	he	underwent	for	DID,	
Andrew	explains	that	though	their	methods	varied,	all	of	the	psychiatrists	Aaron	saw	agreed	that	
“Andy	Gage	would	never	be	healed	until	he	was	one	soul	again”	(Ruff:	108).	This	need	for	Andy	Gage	
to	return	to	a	singular	identity	so	that	he	can	be	the	same	as	everyone	else	is	further	highlighted	by	
something	one	of	the	psychiatrists	tells	Aaron:	“’Of	course	you’ve	got	to	reintegrate!	Don’t	you	want	
to	be	normal?’”	(108).	This	clearly	positions	being	singular	as	a	norm,	one	that	Andrew	transgresses	
on	a	daily	basis,	and	exemplifies	the	normalising	narrative	that	is	linked	to	many	forms	of	medical	
treatment.		
	 Andrew	refuses	to	see	his	condition	as	something	that	needs	to	be	fixed,	however,	in	much	
the	same	way	as	he	views	his	trans	identity.	Julie	and	Adam,	one	of	the	other	personalities,	think	it	is	
an	issue,	but	Andrew	views	it	as	just	another	part	of	himself:	 
“Nothing	major.”		
In	the	pulpit	Adam	let	out	a	snort.	“Sure	nothing	major.	Nothing	except—“		
“Adam!”	I	warned.	(25)	 
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If	Andrew’s	trans	identity	is	no	obstacle,	then	neither	is	his	multiplicity.	Indeed,	he	manages	his	
condition	quite	successfully	through	the	‘house’	inside	his	head	that	allows	each	personality	their	
own	room	and	enables	them	to	interact	with	one	another.	However,	the	text	makes	clear	that	this	is	
a	solution	that	works	for	Andrew,	but	it	is	not	necessarily	a	solution	that	would	work	for	everyone,	as	
Penny’s	choice	to	have	reintegration	therapy	at	the	end	of	the	novel	suggests.	Andrew	is	vehemently	
opposed	to	Penny’s	reintegration	because	he	believes	it	will	mean	the	death	of	her	alter	personalities	
(and	because	it	goes	against	Andrew’s	celebration	of	their	shared	condition)	but	when	the	two	meet	
again	it	becomes	clear	that	her	reintegration	is	not	as	simple	as	he	initially	believed	it	to	be: 
“Maledicta	and	the	others,”	I	said.	“Are	they…?”	
“Still	alive?”	Penny	nodded.	“It	isn’t	like	I	thought	it	would	be—they,	we,	we’re	all	still	
here,	just,	less	separate	than	we	used	to	be.	We	don’t	have	to	occupy	the	body	one	
at	a	time	now;	we	coexist	in	it.”	
“Coexist?	So	you’re	still	multiple?”	
“Yes	and	no.”	She	laughed	again.	(471) 
This	suggests	that	the	ultimate	cure	for	the	condition,	one	Aaron	was	pushed	towards	by	the	
psychiatrists,	does	not	actually	work,	or	does	not	work	in	the	way	that	it	is	said	to.	Penny	is,	to	some	
extent,	still	multiple,	an	idea	reinforced	by	the	email	she	sends	to	Andrew	at	the	end	of	the	novel	
with	a	postscript	from	one	of	her	personalities	that	Penny	presumably	does	not	know	about:	“PS	teLl	
(sic)	Sam	I	fucking	said	hi…	M”	(478).	The	novel	problematises	the	idea	that	the	condition	can	be	
cured	or	if	it	should	be	cured	at	all,	allowing	the	reader	to	draw	their	own	conclusions	about	Penny’s	
current	mental	state.	The	ending	is	open	because	it	stops	short	of	enacting	Andrew’s	utopian	
solution—that	one	can	manage	their	multiplicity	and	that	it	is	a	positive	condition—on	other	
characters	and	the	wider	world.	If	the	reader	believes	that	Penny’s	cure	has	failed,	then	naturally	they	
must	view	Andrew’s	management	of	his	condition	as	a	better	way	of	dealing	with	multiplicity,	at	least	
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in	the	world	the	novel	shows	us.	Though	the	novel	suggests	this,	it	does	not	show	us	a	world	in	which	
this	solution	is	forced	onto	everyone,	because	if	it	did,	the	novel’s	utopian	impulse	might	fall	apart,	in	
the	same	way	that	the	utopian	solutions	enacted	in	Fight	Club	and	Dollhouse	do.		
	 Indeed,	Julie’s	business,	the	Reality	Factory,	where	Andrew	and	Penny	work,	is	further	
evidence	of	this.	Julie	owns	a	small	software	company	that	works	with	virtual	reality	and	is	building	
software	that	would	allow	the	user	to	create	and	interact	with	their	own	virtual	world.	When	she’s	
explaining	the	software	to	Andrew,	Julie	offers	this	example,	amongst	others,	to	highlight	the	
software’s	utopian	function: 
“Let’s	suppose	you’ve	had	a	spinal	injury	that	leaves	you	partially	paralyzed,	with	no	
feeling	in	your	legs.	You	might	be	stuck	in	a	wheelchair	for	the	rest	of	your	life.	But	
with	this”—she	tapped	the	back	of	the	data	glove—“you	can	still	get	up	and	dance	
any	time	you	want	to.”	(39) 
Andrew	is	intrigued	by	Julie’s	software	because	it	would	provide	people	with	the	ability	to	create	
their	own	geographies,	just	as	Aaron	‘built’	the	house	and	the	land	it	stands	on	inside	Andy	Gage’s	
head.	The	Reality	Factory’s	purpose	is	very	similar	to	Andrew’s	management	of	his	condition,	but	
goes	further	and	tries	to	give	that	ability	to	anyone	who	wants	it.	Crucially,	we	can	read	this	as	an	
attempt	to	take	Andrew’s	solution—he	builds	a	‘virtual	reality’	inside	his	head	in	which	his	
personalities	interact—and	put	it	into	the	wider	world.	However,	we	have	seen	how	this	is	
problematic	in	the	other	texts,	and	in	line	with	this	reading,	at	the	end	of	the	novel	the	Reality	
Factory	closes	after	it	runs	out	of	money.	The	software	project,	which	has	been	ongoing	for	years	as	
they	try	to	perfect	their	virtual	world,	ends	with	one	of	the	coders	telling	Julie:	“’You	know	as	well	as	I	
do	that	it’s	never	gonna	be	finished.	I’m	sick	of	it’”	(465).	This	mimics	utopian	thinking,	and	
particularly	the	idea	that	a	utopia	is	unrealisable	and	that	there	will	always	be	problems	to	be	fixed.	In	
addition,	though	it	is	a	subtle	narrative	thread,	it	suggests,	again,	that	Andrew’s	solution	is	unique	to	
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him,	and	that	any	attempt	to	more	widely	enact	this	solution	would	fail.	In	this	way,	multiplicity	
extends	to	the	utopian	solution	as	well;	there	must	be	multiple	solutions	to	the	problem	of	normative	
behaviour	because	any	attempt	to	enact	one	solution	goes	against	the	very	multiplicity	needed	to	
solve	the	problem.	This	is	why	Andrew’s	solution	is	only	available	to	him,	in	the	same	way	that	
Penny’s	solution,	whether	fully	reintegrated	or	not,	is	only	available	to	her.		
	 The	Reality	Factory’s	failure	warns	against	trying	to	enact	one	utopian	solution—Andrew’s	
solution—for	everyone,	and	demonstrates	that	it	will	often	fail,	as	I	have	argued	elsewhere	in	relation	
to	other	texts.	This	serves	to	warn	against	the	danger	of	simply	enacting	Andrew’s	solution	in	a	wider	
world,	and	further	works	to	suspend	the	normative	ending.	Andrew	is	not	‘cured’	of	his	condition	in	
the	way	the	reader	expects—narrative	norms	demand	that	the	disorder	should	be	cured	rather	than	
managed—and	his	solution	is	not	enacted	on	the	wider	world,	saving	the	fictional	world	of	the	novel	
from	the	dangers	associated	with	creating	utopias	in	a	fictionalised	version	of	the	real	world	as	
depicted	in	the	novel.	Indeed,	the	fictional	world	of	Set	This	House	In	Order	is	very	much	one	in	line	
with	the	contemporary	capitalist	society	Western	readers	will	be	familiar	with.	So	any	attempt	to	
bring	Andrew’s	solution	into	the	wider	world	of	the	novel—as	the	Reality	Factory	attempts—can	be	
read	as	an	attempt	to	enact	this	solution	in	the	‘real	world’,	where	the	real	world	here	means	
contemporary	Western	society.		This	is	once	again	demonstrative	of	the	novel’s	open	ending,	
suspending	the	transition	into	the	real	world,	where	Andrew’s	‘cure’	would	be	expected	to	work	for	
everyone.	Instead,	the	novel	leaves	us	in	a	position	to	debate	the	‘problem’	of	normative	behaviour	
and	the	‘solution’	of	multiplicity,	enabling	a	dialogue	about	real-world	issues	without	trying	to	change	
or	improve	the	real	world	itself.	While	not	engaging	with	a	utopia/dystopia	narrative	in	the	same	way	
that	Fight	Club	and	Dollhouse	do,	there	are	clear	threads	of	these	narratives	within	Set	This	House	In	
Order,	allowing	us,	once	again,	to	read	multiplicity	and	difference	as	a	utopian	condition,	and	the	text	
as	a	critical	dystopia.	Fight	Club	and	Dollhouse	are	warnings	against	what	can	happen	when	the	
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characters	attempt	to	enact	utopian	solutions	to	the	‘problem’	of	normative	behaviour,	while	Set	This	
House	In	Order	relegates	the	warning	to	a	smaller	narrative	thread	with	the	Reality	Factory,	instead	
choosing	to	‘suspend’	the	ending	that	we	expect—that	is,	Andrew’s	DID	is	not	‘cured’	in	line	with	real-
world	medical	norms—and	thus	enabling	a	dialogue	surrounding	normative	behaviour	and	
multiplicity	without	offering	what	the	novel’s	‘solution’	to	this	problem	would	look	like	on	a	wider	
scale.	The	novel	inspires	debate	and	maintains	hope,	allowing	the	belief	in	the	utopia	to	remain	as	
well	as	allowing	readers	to	question	the	very	notion	of	utopia.	
	 United	States	of	Tara	works	in	a	similar	way	to	position	Tara’s	multiplicity	as	a	more	positive	
force,	at	least	as	it	is	positioned	against	the	performed	identities	that	the	other	characters	in	the	
series	take	on	throughout	the	series.	I	argued	in	earlier	chapters	that	Tara	is	the	only	character	who	is	
‘honest’	about	her	dissociation	and	different	alter	identities.	The	other	characters	assume	false	
personae	throughout	the	series,	and	try	to	suppress	their	true	identities	in	various	ways—Marshall	
hides	his	queer	sexuality	in	Season	2,	Charmaine	does	everything	she	can	to	pretend	she	is	not	in	love	
with	Neil	throughout	the	series,	Kate	pretends	to	be	a	comic	book	character	in	Season	2—and	this	is	
very	much	positioned	as	a	negative	construction	of	identity,	one	at	odds	with	Tara’s	‘true’	
multiplicity.	While	it	is	clear	Tara’s	DID	is	not	necessarily	a	good	thing,	particularly	in	Season	3	when	
her	new	alter,	Bryce,	tries	systematically	to	destroy	Tara’s	life,	Tara’s	honesty	about	her	(multiple)	
identity	is	positioned	against	the	other	characters’	performances,	with	them	ultimately	realising	that	
they	should	embrace	their	true	identities	instead	of	trying	to	perform	the	roles	that	society	believes	
they	should	hold.	This	is	particularly	true	for	Marshall,	who	spends	much	of	Season	2	pretending	to	be	
heterosexual,	and	Charmaine,	who	tries	to	bury	herself	in	a	relationship	with	the	‘perfect’	man	at	the	
expense	of	the	man	she	really	loves,	just	because	Neil	is	not	conventionally	attractive	and	does	not	
hold	a	good	job.		
	 It	is	not	possible	to	say	that	Tara’s	DID	is	a	wholly	positive	condition,	as	the	disorder	is	
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frequently	shown	to	cause	problems	in	her	personal	and	professional	lives,	particularly	in	Season	3	
when	Bryce	tries	to	take	over	and	live	as	Tara	full	time,	doing	his	best	to	destroy	Tara’s	life	in	the	
process.	However,	what	is	positive	is	her	ability	to	be	honest	about	her	identity	and	transgress	social	
norms,	as	we	see	through	Buck	and	his	relationship	with	Pammy	in	particular.	Indeed,	this	ability	is	
something	the	text	celebrates,	as	we	clearly	see	with	the	above	examples	of	Marshall	and	Charmaine;	
their	character	arcs	for	the	entire	series	are	based	on	their	accepting	their	true	identities	and	learning	
not	to	care	whether	or	not	society	approves	of	those	identities.	The	text	highlights	the	‘problem’	of	
normative	behaviour	and	how	forcing	a	person	to	perform	a	more	socially	accepted	role	is	ultimately	
damaging	to	both	them	and	those	around	them.	In	addition,	once	again,	the	text	stops	short	of	
showing	Tara	receiving	a	‘cure’	for	her	DID,	and	indeed,	once	Bryce	has	been	‘killed’	by	Tara	in	the	
series	finale	it	is	unclear	if	her	condition	is	now	as	damaging	as	it	once	was.	It	is	suggested	throughout	
the	series	that	the	other	alters	often	work	together	to	‘help’	Tara	in	various	situations,	such	as	when	
Alice	declares	that	“Tara	is	not	equipped	to	handle	this	family	at	the	moment	and	we’ve	all	come	to	a	
consensus	and	I	think	you	need	me	right	now”	in	Season	1.	With	Bryce	gone,	Tara	and	the	other	alters	
might	be	able	to	find	a	way	to	work	together	to	live	Tara’s	life	and	face	the	challenges	DID	creates.	In	
fact,	the	series	ends	more	positively	than	it	initially	seems	regarding	Tara’s	DID:	though	Tara	is	leaving	
to	seek	a	cure	for	her	condition	with	a	therapist	in	Boston,	the	way	she	leaves	suggests	that	her	idea	
of	a	cure	might	not	be	losing	her	alters	altogether.	In	the	last	episode	of	the	series,	“The	Good	Parts”,	
Tara	and	Max	drive	to	Boston	together.	When	they	start	to	drive	away	Tara	climbs	up	in	her	seat	and	
climbs	up	in	her	seat	to	lean	out	of	the	window	with	a	smile	on	her	face,	enjoying	the	sun	and	the	last	
time	she’ll	see	her	neighbourhood	for	the	next	few	months.	The	scene	has	no	dialogue,	but	Tara	
blinks	slowly—the	usual	sign	of	a	transition	to	another	personality—and	her	body	language	suggests	
that	first	Buck,	then	Alice,	then	T	takes	over	her	body	before	Tara	resumes	control.	This	suggests	that	
though	she	herself	is	embracing	her	future	and	seeking	a	cure,	it	is	some	sort	of	‘cure’	that	includes	
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her	alters,	as	she	lets	them	each	enjoy	the	happiness	she	feels	in	that	moment,	sharing	her	feelings	
and	the	experience	with	them	as	she	perhaps	wishes	to	share	the	rest	of	her	life.		
	 We	can	make	a	link	here	to	Penny’s	reintegration	therapy,	which	is	not	an	attempt	to	rid	
herself	of	her	alters,	but	rather	an	attempt	to	link	them	more	closely	and	enable	them	all	to	share	her	
life.	More	significantly,	it	also	suggests	a	level	of	control	over	her	transitions,	which	is	not	
demonstrated	throughout	the	series,	suggesting	that	she	is	already	in	a	much	healthier	place	than	she	
has	been	for	much	of	the	final	season	when	being	terrorised	and	controlled	by	Bryce.	Could	Tara	be	
on	the	way	to	managing	her	condition	in	a	similar	way	to	Andrew	in	Set	This	House	In	Order?	Indeed,	
there	is	a	further	link	to	Andrew	here,	as	Tara	embraces	her	gender-variant	alter,	Buck,	in	the	same	
way	that	Andrew	embraces	his	gender	variance;	in	both	cases,	the	characters	do	not	consider	an	alter	
with	a	different	gender	identity	to	themselves	a	problem,	but	rather	welcome	them	into	their	‘cure’.	
If	we	assume	that	Tara	is	indeed	seeking	a	cure	that	is	similar	to	Andrew	or	Penny’s—that	is	to	say,	
the	goal	is	not	to	rid	herself	of	her	alters	but	allow	them	to	co-exist	and	work	together—then	we	
must	assume	she	finds	no	issue	with	including	a	male	personality	in	her	plans.	Once	again,	this	speaks	
to	multiplicity’s	ability	to	challenge	and	subvert	dominant	social	and	gender	norms,	and	Tara’s	
willingness	to	embrace	a	non-normative	identity.	Indeed,	even	the	act	of	climbing	up	to	lean	out	of	
the	window—half	in	and	half	out	of	the	car,	not	quite	fitting	into	the	seat	in	the	way	she	is	supposed	
to—is	reflective	of	this	tendency	to	challenge	norms	and	exist	outside	of	expected	roles.	This	sort	of	
symbolism	is	evident	throughout	the	series,	perhaps	most	notably	during	Tara’s	video	diaries	
throughout	Season	2;	Tara	films	herself	on	her	mobile	phone,	speaking	into	the	camera	about	the	
challenges	she	is	facing	as	a	result	of	transiting	unexpectedly.	The	camera	takes	on	the	mobile	
phone’s	view,	and	we	see	Tara	in	extreme	close-up,	not	fitting	in	the	frame.	Given	that	these	diaries	
are	filmed	for	Tara	by	Tara,	we	can	surmise	that	this	is	how	she	sees	herself:	not	fitting	in	to	the	
expectations	people	have	for	her.	The	recurrence	of	this	imagery	further	cements	Tara’s	ability	to	
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subvert	expectations	and	norms—in	this	case,	the	formal	ones	of	filmic	convention—in	the	mind	of	
the	viewer.	
	 This	open	ending—we	do	not	know	what	exactly	Tara’s	‘cure’	is—suspends	the	transition	
back	to	the	real	world	by	suspending	the	real	world	norms	that	suggest	that	DID	must	be	cured	and	
the	personalities	must	be	reintegrated.	It	does	not	suggest	definitively	that	DID	is	the	cure	for	
normative	behaviour,	but	demonstrates	that	Tara’s	multiplicity	enables	her	to	be	honest	and	
accepting	of	her	non-normative	behaviour,	which	the	text	positions	positively,	as	the	desired	effect.	
Indeed,	the	other	characters	are	all	on	the	brink	of	moving	forward	with	their	own	lives	after	refusing	
to	perform	false	roles	anymore,	most	notably	Charmaine	who,	after	spending	a	year	raising	their	baby	
with	Neil,	asks	him	to	marry	her	in	a	gendered	subversion	of	a	proposal.	Tara’s	‘ending’	works	in	a	
similar	way	to	the	end	of	Set	This	House	In	Order,	and	while	it	is	not	as	obviously	utopian	as	that	
novel,	it	still	positions	multiplicity,	difference,	and	the	ability	to	transgress	social	norms	as	a	desired	
outcome,	something	more	positive	than	the	alternative.		
I	have	examined	these	texts	as	a	collective	throughout	this	thesis	because	it	is	useful	to	
identify	both	the	similarities	and	differences	between.	This	is	particularly	true	in	the	case	of	their	
utopian	approach	to	normativity,	because	it	reiterates	that	the	extent	to	which	these	texts	engage	
with	normativity	and	are	able	to	resist	it	exists	on	a	scale	and	that	there	is	some	variation	in	their	
championing	of	difference	and	the	subversion	of	social	norms.	Indeed,	we	clearly	see	this	within	the	
other	DID	texts:	Set	This	House	in	Order	is	probably	the	most	radical	in	terms	of	its	resistance	to	
normativity	and	the	way	in	which	it	holds	on	to	the	hope	of	a	dissociative	utopia	by	not	allowing	it	to	
be	enacted	and	risk	becoming	a	dystopia;	United	States	of	Tara	could	also	be	placed	at	the	more	
radical	end	of	the	scale	with	the	suggestion	that	Tara	wishes	to	embrace	all	her	alters	when	she	goes	
to	seek	a	‘cure’,	while	texts	like	Fight	Club	and	Dollhouse,	which	warn	of	the	dangers	of	conformity	
without	really	offering	a	clear	alternative,	could	be	positioned	as	the	more	conservative	texts.	This	
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collection	of	texts	then	forms	a	larger	image	of	the	problems	the	characters	face	as	a	result	of	
conformity	to	social	norms,	and	offers	a	variety	of	solutions	or,	indeed,	no	solution	at	all.	The	texts	
demonstrate	that	there	are	multiple	ways	to	be	multiple,	and	multiple	solutions	to	the	problem	of	
normative	behaviour.	Indeed,	the	variety	of	narratives	on	offer	is	reflective	of	my	reading	of	the	texts:	
the	texts	do	not	blindly	conform	to	one	narrative	which	perfectly	‘solves’	the	problem.	To	do	so	
would	be	to	swap	one	system	of	conformity	for	another,	in	the	same	way	that	Sebastian	swaps	
capitalism	for	Project	Mayhem	in	Fight	Club.	Together	the	texts	allow	the	reader	to	recognise	the	
problem	of	normative	behaviour,	and	encourage	debate	and	critical	thinking	about	hegemony,	and	
the	perpetuation	of	dominant	cultural	values.	
	 All	of	the	texts	I	have	examined	within	this	chapter	raise	questions	about	normative	
behaviour,	with	‘sameness’	in	particular	being	something	that	is	often	damaging	to	individuals	and	
their	sense	of	identity.	We	see	this	in	particular	in	the	texts’	representations	of	gender	and	gender	
identity,	which	frequently	problematise	the	notion	of	a	‘natural’	gender,	or	social	constructions	of	
heteronormative	gender	ideals.	We	also	see	it	their	approach	to	multiple	identity	as	being	at	odds	
with	conventional	singular	identity	which	the	societies	depicted	in	the	texts	expect.	Though	the	texts	
raise	this	problem,	and	suggest	that	multiplicity	is	a	way	to	break	social	norms,	they	are	careful	not	to	
enact	one	solution	that	would	risk	causing	more	problems.	This	obviously	positions	multiplicity	as	a	
utopian	condition,	but	the	texts	are	seemingly	aware	of	the	problems	surrounding	utopian	thinking,	
particularly	the	idea	that	a	utopia	must,	ultimately,	remain	unrealisable	if	it	is	to	remain	a	utopia.	This	
is	why	Fight	Club	and	Dollhouse	feature	societies	that	descend	into	dystopia	through	individuals	
losing	their	sense	of	identity	and	any	differences	they	once	possessed.	In	both	cases,	it	was	the	
attempted	enactment	of	a	utopia	that	lead	to	the	creation	of	a	dystopia,	and	the	texts	are	quick	to	
point	this	out.	Indeed,	Set	This	House	in	Order	and	United	States	of	Tara	stake	their	claims	for	the	
positivity	of	multiplicity	much	more	subtly,	and	the	suspended	endings	of	both	these	texts	work	to	
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prevent	the	utopias	being	realised	and	put	into	practice.	Andrew	in	particular	is	non-normative	as	a	
multiple	person	and	because	he	has	a	trans	gender	identity,	and	so	seems	to	be	the	clearest	example	
of	someone	who	is	able	to	transgress	social	norms	without	negatively	affecting	himself	or	those	
around	him.	All	of	the	texts	enable	the	reader	or	viewer	to	question	the	nature	of	normative	
behaviour	and	enable	debate	surrounding	the	issue,	without	suggesting	exactly	what	the	solution	
might	be,	because	ultimately	any	solution	offered	would	have	to	be	unrealisable	to	be	a	true	utopia.	
For	this	reason,	we	can	more	accurately	describe	the	utopian	narrative	within	these	texts	as	a	critical	
dystopia,	a	useful	term	as	it	suggests	criticism	and	debate	surrounding	issues,	such	as	normative	
behaviour,	and	this	is	very	much	what	these	texts	do.	Fight	Club	and	Dollhouse	in	particular	depict	
dystopias	that	have	arisen	from	utopian	impulses	and	enable	the	reader/viewer	to	recognise	the	
problems	that	the	‘utopia’	originally	tried	to	fix.	By	leaving	the	reader/viewer	in	a	position	to	debate	
and	critique	when	the	novel	or	show	has	ended,	the	texts	fulfil	their	chief	job	as	both	critical	dystopia	
and	speculative	fiction.	
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Conclusion	
	
Throughout	this	thesis	I	have	argued	that	texts	featuring	dissociative	identity	disorder	are	
overwhelmingly	resistant	to	norms,	both	in	terms	of	the	representation	of	identity	(resisting	
heteronormative	representations	of	binary	gender,	and	allowing	trans	and	queer	identity	to	exist	
without	‘normalising’	it)	and	also	in	terms	of	the	generic	and	formal	structures	of	the	texts	(open	
endings	enabling	multiple	readings	of	the	narrative,	resisting	curing	DID	in	line	with	expectations	of	
illness	narratives	and	the	norms	of	DID	treatment).	By	viewing	all	these	elements	together,	it	
becomes	clear	that	normativity	(usually	the	social	norms	of	contemporary	U.S.	society)	is	an	issue	
within	these	texts,	one	that	they	are	interested	in	critiquing	and	problematising.	This	positions	DID	
texts	within	the	emerging	subgenre	of	fictional	work	which	deals	with	mental	health	illnesses,	many	
of	which	I	discussed	within	Chapter	2,	which	often	metaphorically	employ	syndromes	and	disorders	in	
a	way	which	links	the	disorder	to	a	difficulty	with	fitting	into	society	(which	I	discussed	with	particular	
reference	to	autism	and	Asperger’s	syndrome	and	Tourette’s	syndrome).	While	there	has	been	
particular	critical	attention	paid	to	the	representation	of	autism	and	Asperger’s	syndrome,	and	
Tourette’s	syndrome,	this	has	not	been	the	case	for	representations	of	DID.	This	work	therefore	fills	a	
gap	in	the	literature	by	closely	examining	representations	of	this	disorder	within	contemporary	
fiction.		
I	began	by	giving	an	overview	of	medical	discourse	surrounding	DID	in	Chapter	1	which	aimed	
to	contextualise	representations	of	the	disorder	by	providing	some	background	on	how	the	disorder	
is	currently	viewed	in	the	real	world,	including	the	debate	around	its	validity.	This	chapter	highlighted	
that	debates	around	the	cause	and	validity	of	the	condition	are	on-going,	and	served	as	an	important	
foundation	for	my	analysis	of	fictional	texts.	It	has	been	suggested	by	the	psychiatrist	Lisetta	Lovett	
that	fictional	representations	can	be	useful	to	medical	professionals	if	these	representations	are	
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portrayed	with	“sensitivity	and	accuracy”	because	they	can	“facilitate	real	understanding	and	
empathy”	for	people	who	suffer	from	disorders	and	syndromes	(179).	By	beginning	with	an	overview	
of	medical	discourse,	I	demonstrated	that	the	fictional	texts	I	engage	with	in	this	thesis	represent	
elements	of	DID	to	different	extents,	from	the	accurate	(Tara,	and	Set	This	House)	to	the	less	accurate	
(Fight	Club,	Dollhouse).	But	even	the	texts	we	can	categorise	as	less	accurate	do	engage	with	concepts	
highlighted	in	medical	discourse	about	DID,	such	as	trauma,	and	can	therefore	be	useful	in	the	way	
Lovett	describes.	Following	this	overview	in	Chapter	1,	I	examined	in	turn	the	DID	texts’	engagement	
with	trauma	and	the	issue	of	‘working	through’	traumatic	memories,	narrative	and	generic	
convention,	heteronormative	gender	identity,	and	utopia/dystopia.	In	all	cases,	the	texts	were	
resistant	to	what	we	might	think	of	as	convention	or	norms:	characters	do	not	work	through	their	
trauma,	the	texts	resist	curing	their	protagonists	and	problematise	the	notion	of	a	cure,	the	open	
endings	of	the	texts	enable	readers	to	consider	multiple	modes	of	meaning,	the	texts	are	able	to	
represent	non-heteronormative	gender	identities	and	sexualities	without	normalising	them,	and	the	
texts	use	a	critical	dystopia	framework	to	address	normativity	and	systems	of	social	control	within	
their	narratives.	
	 My	assessment	of	the	texts	as	critical	dystopias	in	Chapter	6	highlighted	what	has	been	a	
recurring	theme	throughout	this	work:	the	tension	between	fictional	representations	on	one	hand,	
and	real-world	experience	on	the	other.	This	tension	appears	again	and	again:	the	texts	all	depict	
societies	based	on	contemporary	Western	late-capitalist	social	systems,	with	similar	hegemonic	
structures	to	those	present	in	the	real	world,	and	they	metaphorically	employ	a	mental	health	
disorder	which	is	considered	by	medical	professionals	to	have	a	disruptive	effect	on	those	who	suffer	
from	it	as	a	means	of	rejecting	and	critiquing	those	norms.	If	we	accept	that	the	fictional	texts	under	
discussion	in	this	work	are	using	the	disorder	in	this	way,	then	we	cannot	help	but	consider	what	
effect	this	has	on	the	real	world.	Are	the	texts	arguing	that	dissociative	identity	disorder	should	be	
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viewed	as	a	positive	condition	in	the	real	world,	one	which	enables	its	sufferers	to	break	free	of	social	
normativity	and	forge	their	own	identities	free	of	social	restraints	and	power	structures?	The	
suspended,	open	endings	of	the	DID	texts	here	become	a	way	of	suspending	the	transition	back	to	
reality,	and	mean	that	the	texts	are	simply	drawing	attention	to	and	critiquing	the	problem	of	
normative	behaviour	without	advocating	for	DID	as	a	solution	to	this	problem	in	reality.	But	this	is	
somewhat	unsatisfactory.	Are	we	to	be	content	that	this	is	all	fiction	can	do,	and	that	the	compelling	
argument	put	forth	by	the	texts	is	simply	there	to	inspire	debate	about	the	problem	of	normativity	
and	the	implicit	rules	which	govern	our	everyday	lives?	
It	is	useful	here	to	consider	Slavoj	Žižek’s	final	chapter	in	the	second	edition	of	Enjoy	Your	
Symptom!	In	it,	Žižek	analyses	the	construction	of	reality	in	The	Matrix,	and	contrasts	this	with	the	
Matrix	itself,	a	virtual	reality	programme	designed	to	simulate	the	‘real	world’.	In	a	wide	ranging	
psychoanalytic	discussion,	he	argues	that	The	Matrix	ultimately	positions	the	virtual	reality	world	as	a	
“reduction	of	reality	to	a	virtual	domain	regulated	by	arbitrary	rules	that	can	be	suspended”	(231).	
This	description	could	also	be	applied	to	the	DID	texts.	The	DID	texts	are	a	virtual	domain	(fiction)	
regulated	by	arbitrary	rules	(generic	and	formal	rules,	but	also	socially	constructed	norms	reflective	of	
real	world	norms)	that	the	texts	are	able	to	suspend.	But	they	can	only	do	so	because	they	are	fiction.	
Žižek	argues	that	in	The	Matrix	“freedom	is	only	possible	within	the	system	that	hinders	its	full	
deployment”:	Neo,	upon	re-entering	the	Matrix	now	that	he	can	see	the	rules,	finds	that	he	can	fly	
and	stop	bullets	(228).	This	freedom	is	not	present	in	the	desolate	real	world	in	which	Neo	now	lives,	
but	only	possible	within	the	virtual	reality	offered	by	the	Matrix.	So	too	is	the	freedom	from	social	
norms	only	present	within	the	fictional	worlds	presented	by	the	DID	texts,	and	not	available	to	people	
who	suffer	from	DID	in	the	real	world.		Fiction	can	rewrite	the	arbitrary	rules	of	the	real	world	by	
fictionalising	them	and	the	world.	This	fits	with	Žižek	argument	in	his	introduction,	in	which	he	
suggests	we	are	free	to	discuss	and	argue	against	the	rules	of	our	world,	but	ultimately	continue	to	
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obey	the	rules	which	govern	our	existence	in	a	way	which	shores	up	authority:	“we	know	there	is	no	
truth	in	authority,	yet	we	continue	to	play	its	game	and	obey	it	in	order	not	to	disturb	the	usual	run	of	
things”	(x).		
A	further	philosophical	discussion	of	reality	and	authority	in	relation	to	fictional	
representations	therefore	seems	a	productive	next	step,	following	the	model	that	Žižek	employs.	This	
would	have	benefits	not	only	for	the	representation	of	dissociative	identity	disorder,	but	also	for	
reframing	past	work	on	the	representations	of	syndromes	and	disorders,	and	may	help	to	square	the	
increasing	fictional	use	of	illnesses	with	the	problem	of	real	world	experience.	A	consideration	of	
reality	and	authority	would	also	enable	a	closer	look	at	critical	work	on	society,	hegemony	and	
reproduction	of	dominant	social	forces.	Further	work	on	the	recurring	motif	of	the	house	within	these	
fictional	texts	could	also	be	productive	here,	and	may	help	further	to	tie	the	work	into	the	American	
context:	the	Dolls	live	in	a	Dollhouse	usually	simply	referred	to	as	‘the	house’;	Andrew	manages	his	
condition	via	the	imaginary	house	inside	his	head;	Tara’s	alters	have	their	own	shed	in	the	back	
garden	in	Season	1	which	functions	as	their	safe	space,	while	Max	buys	and	renovates	the	house	next	
door	in	Season	2;	Sebastian	and	Durden	live	in	the	dilapidated	house	on	Paper	Street	after	Durden	
blows	up	Sebastian’s	condo.	The	interiority	implied	by	these	houses	is	in	some	cases	a	metaphor	for	
the	systems	of	control	the	characters	are	able	to	resist	(particularly	the	Dollhouse,	which	the	main	
characters	not	only	break	out	of	but	back	into	during	the	course	of	the	series,	and	Sebastian’s	condo,	
which	Durden	blows	up,	symbolically	freeing	Sebastian	from	his	role	as	a	consumer	under	capitalism)	
but	they	also	suggest	a	domesticity	that	helps	further	cement	DID	as	a	uniquely	American	condition,	
one	which	is	‘culture-bound’,	and	produced	and	reproduced	through	the	medicalised	culture	of	the	
U.S.	For	example,	United	States	of	Tara’s	credits	are	an	animated	sequence	designed	to	look	like	a	
pop-up	book,	but	each	page	shows	a	different	room	in	Tara’s	house	which	is	associated	with	each	of	
her	alters:	Buck’s	motorbike	is	in	the	garage,	for	example,	while	Alice	bakes	cookies	in	the	kitchen.	
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The	extent	to	which	Alice	and	Buck	are	American	stereotypes	has	been	discussed	in	this	thesis,	and	a	
discussion	of	houses	and	domesticity	might	extent	to	re-evaluating	how	these	characters	do	or	do	not	
conform	to	these	stereotypes.	Buck	is	perhaps	the	one	most	worthy	of	study	here,	as	he	consistently	
demonstrates	a	caring	side	not	usually	associated	with	his	gruff	redneck	stereotype:	he	cares	for	
Marshall,	looks	after	Charmaine	after	her	breast	augmentation	surgery,	and	is	seen	looking	after	
Pammy	and	enjoying	domestic	life	with	her	during	a	brief	montage	in	Season	2.		
This	further	work	would	form	the	basis	of	a	more	wide-ranging	analysis	of	hegemonic	power	
structures	and	systems	of	control,	and	would	therefore	provide	a	critical	framework	for	the	issues	
raised	here	to	be	discussed	in	relation	to	the	real	world.		This	thesis,	like	the	DID	texts,	has	ultimately	
aimed	to	identify	the	problems	of	blindly	conforming	to	systems	of	social	normativity	but	suspends	
the	moment	of	being	able	to	apply	the	texts’	solution	to	this	problem	to	the	real	world.	The	further	
work	identified	above	would	aim	to	address	this	problem	and	enable	multiplicity	to	be	discussed	in	
conjunction	with	real	world	hegemonic	structures.	Within	the	fictional	texts,	the	multiplicity	of	those	
suffering	from	dissociative	identity	disorder	enables	them	to	become	free.	Those	of	us	in	the	real	
world	still	have	some	work	to	do.	
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